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ABSTRACT
Reclaiming Indiana:
The Politics of Crisis amid the Failures of Liberal Capitalist Modernity
by
Chris Grove
Advisor: Dr. Donald Robotham

This ethnography examines grassroots political responses to the economic crisis that
began in 2008, foremost in the US Midwest, which arguably laid the groundwork both for the
election of President Donald Trump and presidential candidacy of Senator Bernie Sanders.
President Obama launched his $787 billion stimulus plan in Elkhart, Indiana, in early 2009. At the height
of the crisis, unemployment skyrocketed from four to 20 percent in Elkhart, and it became central to
struggles over the political direction of the US. With few safety nets, Elkhart residents struggled to meet
their basic needs, creating conditions for political organizing on both the Left and Right.
A growing set of Left-oriented groups initially advanced cooperative experiments and

alternative community projects, often with strong commitments to solidarity, building
connections across historically divided groups and confronting oppression and inequality. Over
time, some of these groups developed a clearer anti-capitalist critique and engaged in nationallevel organizing efforts (including manifestations of Occupy Wall Street and the new Poor
People’s Campaign), tapping into an older generation of Left organizers, uncovering local
histories of social struggle and connecting with grassroots leaders across the country.
Contrary to many national pundits, this research also revealed substantial grassroots
mobilization driving the Tea Party or at least chapters across northern Indiana, composed
disproportionately of older adults with greater financial resources and time. Several leaders
iv

had been involved in earlier Christian Right political action. Many found their own social
position precarious and the future more so for their children, and they did not see their
interests represented by either political party. Especially in Indiana, the Tea Party had
substantial impacts, including the election of candidates like Governor Mike Pence.
Historically, Indiana was home to a series communal and cooperative experiments,
giving birth to Eugene Debs and the Socialist Party of America, with the Elkhart Local securing
22.5 percent of the popular vote and winning two Elkhart City Council seats in 1917. However,
following brutal repression during WWI, Indiana also became home to the American Legion,
revival of the Ku Klux Klan and John Birch Society. By 1925, 26 percent of native-born white
male Elkhart residents were KKK members.
While emerging groups on the Right and Left diverged in substantial ways, there were
points of convergence that reveal key aspects of the US political landscape. First, the selfdefinition of most emerging leaders across the political spectrum began with their religious
and/or moral commitments, which drove and justified their political engagements and shaped
their analysis. Second, in response to economic conditions, these movements asserted self-reliance
within defined communities. There was a related skepticism of or active resistance to centralized
government authority, intensified by decades of neoliberal rhetoric and often validated by elite capture
of government policymaking. This manifest in efforts to return democracy to the local level, whether
via horizontal participatory processes central to communal living experiments and organizing on the Left
or by reasserting states’ rights and local government on the Right.

v

Preface
“Indiana,” I would say, when asked about the location of my intended field research. However,
friends and fellow anthropologists would often hear “India.” Enthusiastic further inquiries would then
turn to looks of confusion, sometimes followed by awkward silence. For many on either US coast,
Indiana and much of the middle of the country have become a “flyover zone,” periodically celebrated as
“the real America” upholding religious beliefs, authentic folk wisdom and national traditions or
demonized as politically conservative, backward and racist (Darling 2009). With Eliza Darling, I argue for
the right of “Middle America”—whether the poor and working class or self-identified members of the
amorphous middle class, long-marginalized minorities or white residents—“to be considered real
people, worthy of a good argument rather than reduced to a facile parody, heroic or demonic”
(2009:26). In part, this study demonstrates that there is an (re)emergent if still nascent Left in Middle
America, as well as substantial grassroots leadership and mobilization on the Right, which often did not
prefer but arguably laid the groundwork for the election of President Trump. In offering a nuanced
portrayal of a place and people often neglected by academia and indirectly challenging anthropology’s
historic preference for exotic “others,” this study asserts the dignity, potential and importance of all
human beings, whether in Indiana or India. By situating Indiana within US history and social conditions
as well as global political economy, this work also suggests that the present and future of Indiana, India
and the rest of the world are increasingly intertwined via an interdependent global economy, climate
change, communications and much more. Yet the decision to focus on Indiana, and particularly Elkhart,
was foremost due to its centrality to the political and economic direction of the US, which in turn has
substantial repercussions for the rest of the world.
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Notes on Methodology
I made initial visits to Elkhart in August 2009 and June 2010, each lasting a few weeks, as well as
a short visit for a rally with Glenn Beck in September 2010. During the first two visits, I conducted
several interviews, including with the Mayor of Elkhart, and attended Tea Party gatherings, visited social
service agencies, went to church services, and became acquainted with a few emerging projects on the
Left. When I returned for extended fieldwork between April 2011 and May 2012, I attended meetings of
the three main grassroots Tea Party groups on a consistent basis, participating in at least several
gatherings of each. I also attended public rallies, including for Richard Mourdock’s campaign for US
Senate organized by Hoosiers for a Conservative Senate. At each of these meetings, I would introduce
myself as a graduate student, who had grown up in northern Indiana but had been away for more than a
decade, returning based on my interest in the impact of the economic crisis and emerging political
responses. I expressed and had genuine interest in people’s stories and their understandings. I utilized
the same approach in meeting with heads of social service agencies and their staff members, elected
officials and government employees, business leaders and factory workers, as well as when engaging
with emerging groups on the Left. I participated in the launch of Occupy Indy, as well as regularly
visiting Occupy Elkhart. I attended community meals and meetings of Elkhart Local Food Alliance and
People’s History of Elkhart, helping out in community gardens, working on communal residences,
attending tax sales, participating in the US Social Forum with members, and riding on community bike
tours to meet local activists and learn about previous sites of struggle. In addition, I visited Terre Haute,
New Harmony, Winona Lake, South Bend, Fort Wayne, and Indianapolis, among other cities and towns,
attempting to more fully understand the history of Indiana via archives, historic sites, interviews and
participation in public meetings. In Elkhart, the Time Was Museum and its founder Paul Thomas, the
Elkhart County Historical Museum, the Elkhart and Goshen Public Libraries and Mennonite Historical
Library at Goshen College, and several Elkhart residents, many connected to People’s History of
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Elkhart—who shared articles, photos or stories—were vital to my understanding of the historical
context.
I completed 55 semi-structured interviews with leaders of grassroots groups on both sides of
the political continuum, as well as with mainstream politicians, government officials, and other
community leaders. Each of these interviews began with a consent form that introduced me and the
project, asking for permission to record the interview and to use their name in publication. The form
began by explaining: “I am a student in the Anthropology Ph.D. Program at the Graduate Center of the
City University of New York (CUNY), and Principal Investigator of this project, entitled ‘Common Sense
Disrupted? Elkhart, Indiana, as Battleground and Bellwether.’ This is a study of the causes and impacts
of the current economic downturn and of community responses to the downturn.” My own upbringing
in northern Indiana, as well as my familiarity with local events, history and diverse religious
understandings, undoubtedly put many people at ease. Various conversations were presumably
facilitated by being a white male in his late thirties; other conversations required building trust due to
the same identity. At points, a graduate degree from Columbia University opened doors with business
and government leaders. Perhaps most important was a social network that slowly developed, initially
via old contacts in Indiana, as well as in New York, who made a couple initial introductions. I would
conclude each interview by asking: “If this study is going to be useful to people in Elkhart, what other
questions or concerns should I be addressing? Is there anyone else with whom I should speak?”
My hope is that all of those whom I formally interviewed, as well as the dozens of people with
whom I shared informal conversations, would recognize the descriptions or representations in this
dissertation as accurate. I assume that many may not share, and some would be surprised by, my
analysis on both the Left and Right; I would be happy if this analysis led to further questions and debate.
This was not community-led or participatory action research undertaken with community residents as
co-researchers. However, several community leaders became and remain good friends with whom I am
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in regular contact. I have shared aspects of my analysis with them and benefitted immensely from their
feedback, questions and support. During a visit to New York, in 2014, one of these leaders on the Left,
who had learned of my interest in Gramsci, spent a couple days sketching the concept of hegemony and
discussing its implications at my attic desk, a copy of The Prison Notebooks often open between us; I
have referred back periodically to the resulting diagram. I also came to appreciate several Tea Party
leaders and members—including a retired junior high science teacher who was deeply concerned about
the future of education and spent substantial time volunteering for Habitat for Humanity and a factory
worker whose efforts to challenge conspiracy theories brought him into dialogue with Chip Berlet and
the Political Research Associates, as well as the Southern Poverty Law Center. During my research, I
listened a lot, but I also asked honest and sometimes critical questions. At points, these questions
presumably had an impact on people’s thinking, as did their questions and comments on my thinking.
Towards the end of my time in Elkhart, I became increasingly transparent in a few settings with my
emerging analysis, eager for feedback but also feeling a sense of responsibility to and connection with
people in Elkhart. This research was not disinterested. I care deeply about the direction of Indiana, the
United States and the world. This pushed me to be rigorous in my research and honest in my analysis.
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction

Donald Trump won an overwhelming victory with 56.8% of the popular vote in Indiana, in 2016.
Hillary Clinton secured a mere 37.9 percent of the popular vote.1 Yet Indiana voted for Barack Obama in
its first endorsement of a Democratic presidential candidate since 1964, amid a deepening economic
crisis and two unpopular wars in 2008. Promising “hope” and “change,” Obama won the presidential
race in Indiana, with 49.95% of the popular vote, versus John McCain with 48.91%.2 By 2016, almost
one third of the nearly 700 counties that supported President Obama across the United States, in both
2008 and 2012, voted for Trump.3 Trump promised to “#DrainTheSwamp,” “Make America Great
Again,” restore jobs, rebuild infrastructure, repeal “Obamacare,” remove restrictions on gun rights and
check the unfettered power of the finance sector. Despite facing impeachment, Trump has remained
popular with Republicans, berating the “fake news” media, denouncing the “deep state” and attacking
the Democratic leadership of the US House of Representatives for carrying out an “open war on
American democracy” and the Constitution.4

1

New York Times. 13 December 2016. Indiana Presidential Race Results: Donald J. Trump Wins. At:
http://www.nytimes.com/elections/results/indiana-president-clinton-trump. Last visited: 17 December 2016.
2
Federal Election Commission. July 2009. Federal Elections 2008: Election Results for the U.S. President, the U.S.
Senate and the U.S. House of Representatives. Washington, DC. Pp. 30. At:
http://www.fec.gov/pubrec/fe2008/federalelections2008.pdf. Last visited: 17 December 2016.
3
Kevin Uhrmacher, Kevin Schaul and Dan Keating. 9 November 2016. These former Obama strongholds sealed the
election for Trump. Washington Post. At: https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/politics/2016election/obama-trump-counties/. Last visited: 17 December 2016.
4
John Fritze. 27 November 2019. Trump ramps up attacks on ‘deep state,’ focuses on Pentagon amid Eddie
Gallagher controversy. USA Today. At: https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2019/11/27/trump-callspentagon-deep-state-amid-eddie-gallagher-controversy/4323327002/. Last visited: 17 December 2019. Ed
Pilkington and Joan E. Greve. 17 December 2019. Trump writes blistering letter to House accusing leaders of ‘war
on democracy.’ The Guardian. At: https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2019/dec/17/mitch-mcconnellimpeachment-witnesses-outrage-democrats-request. Last visited: 17 December 2019. Elements of these opening
paragraphs are published in: Chris Grove. 11 January 2017. Human rights as a grassroots, transformative response
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If Trump was denounced by many mainstream Republicans, including now-supporters like
Senator Lindsey Graham, he was also not the Tea Party’s first choice for candidate. In May 2016, Trump
came to South Bend, in northern Indiana, for a rally. The leader of Elkhart County Tea Party stressed
overwhelming Tea Party support for his remaining challenger, Ted Cruz, despite acknowledging, “I know
there are a few people in the Tea Party movement who are embracing Trump, but I think they’re just
caught up in the ‘make America great again’ slogan on a baseball cap.”5 Perhaps more striking, Glenn
Beck, the national figure arguably most associated with the Tea Party movement, ultimately denounced
Trump in the wake of his election.6 Yet somehow the constitutional republic of the Tea Party—
grounded in Christian morality and a critique of government power—gave way to someone whose moral
improprieties and potential abuse of office for personal gain were evident during the election to many
who ultimately supported him. Once Trump secured the Republican presidential nomination, a
substantial portion of Tea Party members and supporters, together with a wider cross-section of
evangelical Christian voters who were overwhelmingly white and disproportionately male, somehow
overlooked their misgivings and voted for President Trump. Many were undoubtedly comforted by the
presence of vice-presidential nominee, former Indiana Governor and Tea Party favorite, Mike Pence.
Pence identified foremost as a Christian and conservative eager to end abortion and limit protections for
lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people, as well as championing tax cuts, charter schools and
private school vouchers while opposing federal Common Core standards.7 Some—following the lead of

to Trump’s “America”. OpenGlobalRights. At: https://www.opendemocracy.net/openglobalrights/chrisgrove/human-rights-as-grassroots-transformative-response-to-trump-s-america. Last visited: 13 January 2017.
5
Julie Crothers Beer. 1 May 2016. Donald Trump supporters excited about local rally. The Goshen News. At:
https://www.goshennews.com/news/local_news/donald-trump-supporters-excited-about-localrally/article_266bffef-94af-5b3d-9d63-7375b1ae1621.html. Last visited: 6 January 2017.
6
Nicholas Schmidle. 14 November 2016. Glenn Beck Tries Out Decency. The New Yorker. At:
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2016/11/14/glenn-beck-tries-out-decency. Last visited: 17 December 2016.
Ana Marie Cox. 21 November 2016. Glenn Beck Is Sorry About All That. The New York Times Magazine. At:
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/27/magazine/glenn-beck-is-sorry-about-all-that.html. Last visited: 17
December 2016.
7
Eric Weddle and Claire McInerny. What Did Mike Pence Do For Indiana Schools As Governor? Here’s A Look. NPR.
At: http://www.npr.org/sections/ed/2016/07/20/486654015/what-did-pence-do-for-schools-as-governor-heres-a-
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prominent evangelicals like Jerry Falwell, Jr. and Franklin Graham8—justified their vote via a higher
morality and “God’s ability to work in mysterious ways,” in particular noting the promise of reshaping
the Supreme Court and wider federal court system to protect and advance Christian morality. Their
faith was rewarded with the appointment of Neil Gorsuch and Brett Kavanaugh to the US Supreme
Court, as well as the appointment of nearly a quarter of federal appeal court judges (with lifetime
appointments) in President Trump’s first two and a half years in office.9 For others, a vote for President
Trump was a vote against Senator Clinton, who was seen as part of a corrupt political dynasty, closely
tied to Wall Street, and disdainful of traditional morality, despite her professed Christian beliefs. Clinton
failed to meaningfully organize in many Midwestern states, either misjudging their support for the
Democratic Party or assuming that she could ignore this predominantly white, increasingly precarious
and often evangelical Christian demographic.10 Like them, Trump depicted himself as an outsider, and if
his crass comments and bravado offended at points, some nonetheless imagined that Trump the
businessman would be able to negotiate deals, stand up to China, and return jobs to the US.
At one level, Trump’s primary base—a morally conservative and white “middle class” facing
economic uncertainty—voted in line with their interests. Trump tapped into serious concerns over a

look . Last visited: 17 December 2016. Jeremy Scahill. 15 November 2016. Mike Pence Will Be The Most Powerful
Christian Supremacist in U.S. History. The Intercept. At: https://theintercept.com/2016/11/15/mike-pence-will-bethe-most-powerful-christian-supremacist-in-us-history/. Last visited: 17 December 2016. Amber Phillips. 4 October
2016. Who Is Mike Pence? Washington Post. At: https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/thefix/wp/2016/07/14/10-things-you-should-know-about-mike-pence-who-may-join-donald-trump-on-the-gopticket/?utm_term=.71037f198100. Last visited: 17 December 2016.
8
Samantha Schmidt and Amy B Wang. 21 August 2017. Jerry Falwell Jr. keeps defending Trump as Liberty
University grads return diplomas. The Washington Post. At: https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morningmix/wp/2017/08/21/liberty-university-graduates-return-diplomas-because-of-support-for-trump-by-jerry-falwelljr/. At: 17 December 2019. Peter Wehner. 25 November 2019. Are Trump’s Critics Demonically Possessed? The
Atlantic. At: https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2019/11/to-trumps-evangelicals-everyone-else-is-asinner/602569/. Last visited: 17 December 2019.
9
Carrie Johnson. 5 August 2019. Trump's Impact On Federal Courts: Judicial Nominees By The Numbers. National
Public Radio. At: https://www.npr.org/2019/08/05/747013608/trumps-impact-on-federal-courts-judicialnominees-by-the-numbers. Last visited: 21 September 2019.
10
Ronald Brownstein. 10 November 2016. How the Rustbelt Paved Trump's Road to Victory. The Atlantic. At:
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/11/trumps-road-to-victory/507203/. Last visited: 17
December 2019.
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faltering economic model and growing inequality, elite capture of state institutions, and uncertainty in
the face of rapid and cosmopolitan change that threatened more traditional values. This is not to deny
that Trump’s base arguably clung to the small privileges they have left via the troubled history of the
United States. Trump was a leading voice of the “birther” movement questioning Obama’s legitimacy
until September 2016, fomenting a conspiracy theory that tapped into latent racism.11 Trump actively
directed the frustrations, fear and anger of his base against “The Swamp” in Washington, DC, but also
against immigrants, Muslims, women and ultimately people of color who insisted that “Black Lives
Matter,” clearly ignoring the systemic inequalities and injustices that made him a billionaire and
impoverished and oppressed many. This echoed and reinforced many others in or seeking power in
multiple countries in every region. In doing so, Trump made a call to reclaim an “America” in which
many were excluded domestically, and US power was often utilized to suppress peoples’ movements
around the world. Hate crimes grew within weeks of his election.12 A few short weeks after his election,
Trump foreshadowed what his presidency would mean for poor workers—white, black and brown—
when he nominated Andrew Puzder for Secretary of Labor. Puzder, CEO of CKE Restaurants (the parent
company of fast food franchises Hardee's and Carl's Jr.), had actively opposed minimum wage increases,
expanded eligibility for overtime pay, and paid sick leave.13 Yet Trump also shamed, cajoled and
ultimately rewarded companies who maintained or increased jobs across the country; in Indiana, this

11

Stephen Collinson and Jeremy Diamond. 16 September 2016. Trump finally admits it: 'President Barack Obama
was born in the United States'. CNN. At: http://edition.cnn.com/2016/09/15/politics/donald-trump-obamabirther-united-states/. Last visited: 17 December 2016.
12
Southern Poverty Law Center. November 2016. Ten Days After. / After the Election: The Trump Effect. At:
https://www.splcenter.org/news/2016/11/29/new-splc-reports-reveal-alarming-pattern-hate-incidents-andbullying-across-country. Last visited: 17 December 2016.
13
Noam Scheiber. 8 December 2016. Trump’s Labor Pick, Andrew Puzder, Is Critic of Minimum Wage Increases.
New York Times. At: http://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/08/us/politics/andrew-puzder-labor-secretarytrump.html. Last visited: 17 December 2016. Notably, Puzder ultimately withdrew his nomination when it was
unclear if he would secure the necessary votes for confirmation. Alan Rappeport. 15 February 2017. Andrew
Puzder Withdraws From Consideration as Labor Secretary. New York Times. At:
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/15/us/politics/andrew-puzder-withdrew-labor-secretary.html. Last visited: 17
December 2016.

4

included Carrier and its parent company United Technologies Corporation—a large recipient of
government contracts—saving a portion of jobs at one of its heating and cooling plants in Indiana, under
the threat of new tariffs and in exchange for seven million dollars in state tax incentives.14 Under the
banner of “America First,” President Trump also quickly began to impose tariffs on goods from China as
well as longstanding allies. If this seemed contrary to the libertarian economic policies that some think
tanks and Fox News had long associated with the Tea Party, it spoke to the concerns of blue-collar
workers and was perhaps less out-of-step with the distinct grassroots groups who formed the
amorphous Tea Party and often found tenuous unity foremost in moral conservatism, deep distrust of
government (notably shared across much of the political spectrum), complementary faith in
(community-based) self-reliance, and attempts to reclaim America as a constitutional republic.

Central Findings
If the Tea Party, as a precursor to the Trump presidency, deserves attention, it is not the full
story. Centered in Elkhart, Indiana, and surrounding communities, this ethnographic research also
found an emergent Left in the Midwest, a region largely ignored or dismissed by many liberal or
progressive activists and commentators on both coasts over the past several decades, an
underappreciation echoed by Hillary Clinton’s presidential campaign. This nascent Left was initially
evident in the “prefigurative politics” of cooperative experiments and alternative community projects.
Yet groups, in Elkhart and across Indiana, began to tap into an older generation of Left organizers in

14

Nelson D. Schwartz. 29 November 2016. Trump to Announce Carrier Plant Will Keep Jobs in the U.S. New York
Times. At: http://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/29/business/trump-to-announce-carrier-plant-will-keep-jobs-inus.html?_r=0. Last visited: 17 December 2016. Ted Mann. 2 December 2016. Carrier Will Receive $7 Million in Tax
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places like Detroit, uncover histories of social struggle in their own community, and connect with
grassroots leaders across the country, deepening systemic critiques and envisioning political action on a
wider scale. If some of these groups developed a clearer anti-capitalist critique over time, most of these
groups had a strong initial commitment to solidarity, to building connections across historically divided
groups, to naming and confronting various forms of oppression and inequality, and to developing
inclusive visions for the future. This emergent Left predated the various Occupy encampments that also
sprang up in Indiana and the wider Midwest, and much of this organizing has sustained and even gained
further momentum following the election of Donald Trump.
In this context, grassroots political groups on the Left and Right diverged in important ways.
However, perhaps the most significant findings of this research were the points of convergence that
shaped analysis, demands and organizing across the political spectrum.
First, the self-definition of many emerging leaders of and participants in various political projects
began with their religious, spiritual and/or moral commitments. In my research, the vast majority of Tea
Party leaders identified regularly and clearly as Christians above all else, followed by a commitment to
conservative moral positions informed by their Christianity. Most leaders would then speak about their
commitment to the Constitution, often as a sacred document ordained by God and written by fellow
Christians with the blessing and mandate of God. As one prominent female leader of a Tea Party Group
explained, “I am very patriotic to this country, because I do happen to believe that God set his grace on
this land and that it is our responsibility to take care of it, not just taking care to see to it that we take
good care of the earth itself because that’s God-given but also because this government was given to us
by him and to not take care of it will mean it’s destruction.” 15 Some leaders had first become engaged
in anti-abortion struggles and related moral movements, associated with the Christian Right, which both
anthropologists and journalists have documented from the late 1970s and again under President George
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W. Bush’s White House Office of Faith-based and Community Initiatives, aimed at strengthening the role
of churches and other religious institutions in the provision of social services (e.g. Ginsburg 1989, Kaplan
2004, Hedges 2006). As highlighted above, this same faith allowed some Tea Party members to justify a
vote for Trump, suggesting that God could use anyone or pointing to the higher end of securing a
morally aligned Supreme Court, and might even support a nationalism infused with manifest destiny,
which allows slogans like “Make America Great Again” to resonate and justifies anti-immigrant logics
excluding Muslims and others deemed “criminal.”
However, this type of self-identification, a grounding of one’s political commitments in deeply
held religious understandings and morality, was not unique to the Right. Many key leaders on the Left
framed their political action foremost through their Christian understandings. One leader reflected on
his own upbringing, suggesting, “the Bible’s a story of rooting for the underdogs…Jesus was spending his
time with the outcast and exploited people of his time. That in our family was held up as an important
story.”16 In Elkhart, many leaders on the Left readily shared a progressive understanding of their own
Anabaptist roots in the Radical Reformation, and over the past several years, a few have become pastors
or moved into other forms of religious leadership. Some participated in meetings of the Society of
Friends or Quakers, made connections with the Catholic Worker, or explored other spiritual practices. In
working to build wider community alliances, these leaders often looked first to black, Latino and
progressive white congregations. Yet many also had a critique of their own churches and most
organized religion. Notably, if religion has been central to many historic US social movements, whether
the Abolition, Populist, or Civil Rights Movements, many social scientists gradually discounted the
potential of a popular yet progressive or Left Christianity in the contemporary US, similar to Liberation
Theology in Latin America or the US Social Gospel a century ago (Lancaster 1988, 209-211). Yet some
social scientists continued to glimpse the progressive potential of religion, for instance among women in
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the black church, fostering “gratitude and empathy” but also “righteous discontent” as well as an
“alternative space” for organizing and support (Frederick 2003, 121). Recent scholarship has also
provided valuable insight into the biographies of faith-driven leaders like Rev. Addie Wyatt (1924-2012),
an ordained Church of God (Anderson, Indiana) minister and founder of the Vernon Park Church of God
in Chicago, who was also an associate of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., later international vice
president of the Amalgamated Meat Cutters, then international vice president and Director of Civil
Rights and Women’s Affairs of the 1.5 million workers of the United Food and Commercial Workers, and
a co-founder of the National Organization of Women (Walker-McWilliams 2016). My own research
found an older generation of leaders who helped to keep alive and transmit the moral narratives and
visions of earlier, religiously informed social justice movements. During one interview, I asked a
younger, black, female, Anabaptist-affiliated leader why religion mattered, given her own frustrations
with organized religion; she explained, “I do think Jesus is unique, and I take it seriously that part of his
task was to call together a community of people who would resist some of these [unjust] structures. I
can’t abandon that.” If intellectual analysis remained important, her own political commitments and
practice ultimately had to connect to “a kind of heart space.” Even for non-Christians, she was
convinced that “hope doesn’t just come out of this methodical kind of ‘we just need to build this, we
need to fight that,’ but there has to be some kind of restorative practice that goes beyond a certain
experience of the physical.”17 Many leaders on the Left also pushed their churches or denominations to
take up more progressive, inclusive positions, repent for histories implicated (directly or indirectly via
silence) in oppression and dispossession, stand in solidarity with migrants and/or denounce the
structures that create poverty and perpetuate oppression. If there are potential pitfalls in utilizing a
moral discourse, as well as citing the Constitution and other founding documents implicated in the
troubled history of the US, many movements on the Left and Right have frequently done this, whether
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driven by religious conviction or a utilitarian calculation that this is the best hope for winning public
opinion and mobilizing a critical mass of people against the immense repressive power of the state and a
media captured by elite interests.
Secondly, these movements or political projects—as reactions to economic conditions—reassert
community or community-based self-reliance in the face of deepening inequalities, a distant federal
government and elite cooptation of many institutions. As scholars have highlighted, the definition of
“community,” its limitations and potential in governance and politics, remain complex (Creed 2006). In
the US Midwest, community is often entwined with or perhaps in tension with the value or concept of
self-reliance. Conceptions of self-sufficiency are in turn often embedded in common sense
understandings of the individual, rights, and freedom, shaped by the US being the first great liberal
experiment-- throwing off the yoke of inherited privilege and feudalism—and later becoming the
powerhouse of global capitalism. However, most of the grassroots political groups and leaders—at least
in Elkhart—recognize the individual as ultimately part of, dependent on and responsible to wider
communities—moral, religious, social, economic—with a right to help shape community decisions and
directions. The violence and inequalities of liberal capitalist modernity—the dispossession of indigenous
peoples, slavery, formal discrimination, systemic oppression and exploitation resulting in massive
impoverishment amid abundance---have been repeatedly challenged throughout the history of Indiana
and the US, often by asserting or building community. A deep strand of this resistance, tied to the
American Revolution and the original Boston Tea Party, has involved a related and deep skepticism of
centralized government authority. Intensified by decades of neoliberal rhetoric, this skepticism poses
challenges to a reassertion of the welfare state or conceptions of human rights, including economic and
social rights, which look to the state as the primary duty-bearer. In the case of many Tea Party leaders,
President Obama was regularly described as a Communist, bent on imposing state-planned socialism.
Yet this skepticism also informed the Left. One leader had served in the military in order to access
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education and escape poverty but remained bitter that he had been forced to use a food pantry on his
base to meet his family’s needs. If a more extreme example, he and his partner wanted nothing to do
with the government, homeschooling their children to ensure that they received a more critical
understanding of history, as well as art and nature-based education, and living communally, raising
much of their food in urban gardens and “dumpster-diving” behind grocery stores instead of seeking
food stamps/Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) or other government benefits that
might have been available. In this regard, the notion of the self-reliant homesteader, Jeffersonian
smallholder, and even the unfulfilled promise of “40 acres and a mule”—as a basis for the self-reliance
of former slaves18--resonates with the self-conception of many residents and arguably informed both
the survivalist trainings that infused many Tea Party groups and the DIY ethic that was strong on the
Left, with some eager to secure an “autonomous land base” as part of their political project.
Historians have traced a related “producerist” ethic to the nineteenth century and the various
agrarian movements, including the Populist Party, that promoted democracy and accountability, trustbusting and cooperatives. Some have also warned that this producerism can attack “parasites at the top
and bottom of society,” leading to scapegoating and notions of citizenship tied to white males, as well as
being closely connected to anti-elitism, anti-intellectualism, moralism and/or ethnocentric or
xenophobic Americanism (Berlet 2012, 56-7). In her ethnography of Ilion, New York, home of
Remington Arms, Dimitra Doukas traces the history of the relatively autonomous small towns or farming
communities that made up some 80 percent of the US population throughout the nineteenth century,
with strong local decision-making and religion providing common moral or cultural understandings
across “boundaries of social class, ethnicity, and race,” following “a decade of grassroots political
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organizing” that led to the election of President Thomas Jefferson and the elevation of “common
people” together with notions of self-reliance and participation tied to land ownership (2003, 62).
Based on my own historical research in Elkhart and Indiana, the homogeneity of religion and particularly
its ability to easily overcome divisions of class, ethnicity and race are less apparent, yet some
nineteenth-century movements made significant attempts to bridge divisions in Indiana, while elevating
the “gospel of work” (or producerism) as “the moral center of egalitarian thought” in contrast to
consumerism and those who lived off of the wealth of others, predominantly capitalists and their latenineteenth century “trusts” (Doukas 2003, 64-5). Ultimately, Doukas claims that “[t]he social production
of the past among the working people…has persisted in reproducing a distinctive egalitarian culture in
opposition to the ‘survival of the fittest’ logic that is embedded in the mainstream American culture of
individualism and upward mobility” (2003, 151). Similarly, Mennonite and Amish communities in
northern Indiana make clear that (religious) community support, mutual aid, buying and selling
cooperatives, and other forms of community have long been vital to the survival of individuals,
particularly for those who try to withdraw from (or are marginalized by) mainstream society. In the
midst of an economic crisis, the value of community-based self-reliance becomes even more evident.
This in turn poses challenges to the radical individualism or autonomy of libertarians and some
anarchists. While neoliberal rhetoric has tended to elevate notions of “liberty” or “freedom,” my
research also suggests that many people embrace some version of the complementary liberal notion of
“equality,” vital to conceptions of democratic community. On the Left, this often moved towards
solidarity, a deep concern with undoing oppression and ultimately attention to substantive as well as
formal equality; on the Right, it perhaps helps to explain the attraction of elite conspiracy theories, the
rejection of Senator Clinton as tied to the Wall Street and other cosmopolitan elites, and even the
appeal of Trump's anti-elitist (anti-finance sector, anti-deep state) rhetoric. If community, self-reliance
and “common good” are continuously threatened by “the Darwinian logic of capitalist enterprise”
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(Dudley 2000, 164), the loss of community—at least in northern Indiana and seemingly much of the
country—is perhaps less complete than some worried at the turn of the millennium (Putnam 2000). As
outlined further below, community-driven social struggle has a long history in Elkhart and Indiana,
echoing similar community-led struggles in other Midwestern and Southern towns both before and after
the economic crisis (Weinbaum 2004, Blanc 2019) and building on and shaping a national if often hidden
history of cooperation and communalism, frequently informed by religious traditions (Curl 2009).
The research for this dissertation was conceptualized during the economic crisis that began in
late 2007. President Obama won an overwhelming majority of the popular and electoral vote in 2008,
with the Democratic Party winning both branches of Congress. Yet this was also the context in which
the Tea Party arose, with dozens of grassroots groups across Indiana, evoking the Revolutionary War,
questioning the new President’s birth certificate and legitimacy, denouncing his so-called “apology tour”
around the world and reclaiming a particular version of America’s past. As disillusionment with the
potential of Obama’s Presidency grew across the political spectrum, the Occupy Movement also
emerged nationally in late 2011. The core of this research was finished in 2012, as President Obama
secured another decisive if not overwhelming victory, even as a range of Tea Party candidates continued
to win office. By 2016, the election of Trump, the substantial primary challenge of self-professed
socialist Bernie Sanders to Hillary Clinton, and the potential splintering of both major political parties in
the US—echoing the political and economic upheaval in many countries—reinforced the need for
attention to the economic crisis of the past decade and evolving political responses. While exploring
emergent and often unstudied Left political projects in the Midwest, this research also examined various
manifestations of the Tea Party and ultimately diverged from much existing analysis of the movement.
Contrary to many progressive pundits and early works that characterized the Tea Party as an elite-driven
“AstroTurf” movement, my own ethnographic research found strong evidence that the Tea Party
movement had a robust grassroots element, with a range of independent local organizations
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foregrounding moral issues, self-reliance and voluntary charity, and/or anti-big government themes in
line with their understanding of the Constitution.19 If Glenn Beck (or perhaps Rick Santelli) crystallized
or became symbolic of emerging resistance, similar to Adbusters’ #OccupyWallStreet poster of a female
ballerina poised on the statue of a charging bull in New York City’s Financial District, this is ultimately a
relatively small part of the story. Similarly, if multiple rightwing figures attempted to associate with,
shape or coopt the Tea Party movement, one could perhaps make a similar claim about the multiple
leftwing academics and pundits who flocked to Zuccotti Park, the unions and Democratic organizations
that attempted to build on this uprising, and the many commentators who adopted and often shifted an
emergent discourse on inequality. At some level, my own conclusions concur with Theda Skocpol and
Vanessa Williamson’s argument, informed by their interactions with various grassroots Tea Party
groups: “Considered in its entirety, the Tea Party is neither a top-down creation nor a bottom-up
explosion” (Skocpol and Williamson 2012, 12). However, my analysis would give greater prominence—
at least in northern Indiana—to grassroots activism, even while acknowledging the significant roles of
national funders and advocacy groups, as well as a powerful conservative media. Notably, while
published ethnographic work on the Tea Party remains rare, William Westermeyer’s study of several
North Carolina Tea Party groups, for instance, led him to a similar conclusion, noting that he was “struck
by the spaces for political discussion and action such groups were creating and the varying ways that
nationally circulating symbolic themes of the Tea Party were gaining expression in local political
activities,” with some groups becoming “sites of cultural production” and more importantly “facilitating
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See for instance: Chris Good. 13 April 2009. The Tea Party Movement: Who's In Charge? The Atlantic. At:
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2009/04/the-tea-party-movement-whos-in-charge/13041/. Last
visited: 19 December 2019. Ryan Powers. 15 April 2009. Pelosi: Tea parties are part of an ‘astroturf’ campaign by
‘some of the wealthiest people in America.’ ThinkProgress. At: https://thinkprogress.org/pelosi-tea-parties-arepart-of-an-astroturf-campaign-by-some-of-the-wealthiest-people-in-america-ad5d6c86cd95/. Last visited: 19
December 2019. George Monbiot. 25 October 2010. The Tea Party movement: deluded and inspired by
billionaires. The Guardian. At: https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/cifamerica/2010/oct/25/tea-partykoch-brothers. Last visited: 19 December 2019.

13

the development of everyday citizens as informed and effective political actors eager to impact local, as
well as national, politics” (Westermeyer 2016, 121). In my own research, as often substantial grassroots
groups came into motion, some looked to other grassroots groups for guidance, watched and discussed
segments of Glenn Beck’s show, opportunistically but skeptically endorsed a Tea Party Express rally as a
platform for local Tea Party candidates, or encouraged Freedomworks to endorse candidates for
national office. However, when Freedomworks, for instance, didn’t follow the lead of local groups, most
simply refused to collaborate. The early strength of the Tea Party may have been exaggerated and
recruitment aided by Fox News,20 but a myopic focus on this risks minimizing the sustained engagement
and political action of grassroots groups across the country and particularly in northern Indiana.
As a further if secondary conclusion, the engaged core of most Tea Party Groups was retired
adults with the time and often resources to participate in weekly or monthly meetings, bus trips to
Washington, DC, rallies and protests, letter writing and calls to elected officials, and active campaigning
for Tea Party candidates. If students were often central to many of the movements of the 1960s, many
who had witnessed (or in a few cases participated in) these uprisings became the core of a new
movement to protect morality, confront government tyranny, and reclaim local small business
entrepreneurialism and state’s rights. Many leaders were also working adults and often parents,
women and men, overwhelmingly but not completely white.
Significantly, most folks in the Midwest—Tea Party members, leaders of emergent experiments
or political groupings on the Left, or simply wider members of the precarious “middle class”—did not
see their interests represented by either political party (although many initially gave Obama a chance).
Fifteen years ago, Thomas Frank’s What’s the Matter with Kansas? offered a widely read, often
entertaining account of how his home state moved from a center of leftwing Populism to a stalwart for
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the Republican Party, with residents supposedly failing to recognize their economic interests and instead
voting on a range of narrow “cultural” issues (2004). This ethnography offers a different perspective on
a similar political shift in Indiana, namely neither party has represented the economic interests of poor
and working class communities in the Midwest – the economy was in a tailspin during the presidency of
Jimmy Carter that ended with an oil crisis and ongoing recession, welfare reform was then enacted
under President Clinton reinforcing messages that the poor were to blame for their poverty, and Wall
Street was apparently more protected than homeowners under President Obama. Further, and in line
with the main conclusions of this research, suspicion about cosmopolitan East Coast liberals—or a
president with an Ivy League pedigree, anthropologist mother and Kenyan father, raised partially in
Indonesia—and susceptibility to so-called “cultural” issues are perhaps not simply about residents being
duped by politicians and instead at least partially about deeply held religious and moral values,
skepticism about central government authority and a complementary if voluntary commitment to
locally-controlled and -defined community (versus the rule of experts). Via many experiences of the
most recent economic crisis, greater faith in family, church and community in times of hardship seems
intelligible. In addition, alternative Left analysis and organizing was silenced by substantial repression
during and following both World Wars; militarized police departments, heightened surveillance and
sophisticated defamation campaigns have only intensified the threat to any group that challenges
dominant economic and political interests.

Elkhart, Indiana, Center of the Evolving Crisis
Recognizing his tenuous support in Indiana and much of the US Midwest, President Obama
launched his $787 billion stimulus plan in Elkhart, Indiana, in early 2009. At the height of the economic
crisis, unemployment skyrocketed from four to twenty percent in Elkhart, a small city and related county
in the northern part of the state, and it quickly became central to struggles over the political direction of
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the US. In October 2008, the New York Times referred to Elkhart as “the white-hot center of the
meltdown of the American economy,” foreshadowing the fate of many small cities and towns across the
country. 21 From late 2008, with few safety nets, Elkhart residents struggled to meet their needs by
growing gardens, utilizing food pantries where they once donated, creating job banks, or turning a
former recreational vehicle (RV) showroom into a thrift store. Facing falling revenues and property tax
caps, Elkhart County began auctioning hundreds and eventually thousands of homes for (a portion of)
overdue property taxes and utility bills in the country’s leading producer of “mobile homes” or
recreational vehicles (RVs). President Obama returned to inaugurate a stimulus project, and highlighted
Elkhart in his first State of the Union address, before touting the Middle Class Task Force led by Vice
President Biden, whose office made biweekly calls to the Mayor of the City of Elkhart for many months.
Yet this engagement quickly appeared opportunistic to many residents, rather than a genuine
commitment to champion the working class or increasingly precarious, self-identified “middle class.”
Deepening impoverishment and dispossession occurred amid plenty in Elkhart and across the country,
and this inaccessible abundance became increasingly evident in empty housing stock, food waste, and
the trillions of dollars of taxpayer money given to the financial sector. Days after President Obama’s
first visit, Mike Huckabee—another presidential candidate in 2008—piloted his Fox News program from
Elkhart, while MSNBC created a local affiliate to track the downturn. Just prior to the 2010 midterm
election, conservative media persona Glenn Beck led a rally in support of congressional candidates in the
Elkhart region.
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Similar to many other small cities across the industrial or “rust” belt of the country, Elkhart
faced the intensifying contradictions of the neoliberal capitalist system over the past few decades. Once
the “Band Instrument Capital of the World,” Elkhart had 60 instrument manufacturers; by 2008,
divisions of only three major companies remained: Conn-Selmer, E.K. Blessing and Gemeinhardt Flutes,
each facing cheap imports and cuts to school music programs.22 Providing over 2,000 local jobs at its
height, Miles Laboratories was opened in 1885, and produced Alka-Seltzer, One-a-Day and Flintstones
vitamins, Bactine and numerous other well-known drugs and products, before being purchased in 1977
by Bayer AG, which moved the headquarters to Pittsburgh in 1992, and shutdown all Elkhart-based
production at the end of 2002, with jobs moving to Mexico and other locations.23 Ironically, as 500
employees faced unemployment, Feed the Children bought Miles’ Building No. 1, a 933,000-square-foot
facility, for one dollar.24 In 2005, a Technology Park TIF (tax incremental financing) District centered on
the property had been created in hopes of attracting new technology companies; however, as of 2014,
this had generated little business interest while capturing future increases in tax revenues that might
have funded schools and other public services.25 Yet Elkhart escaped some of this hardship by remaining
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the “RV Capital of the World,” manufacturing approximately 85 percent of recreational vehicles sold in
the US, by 2014.26 This industry has been less susceptible than most industries to offshoring or
technological innovation, due to the size and often custom nature of RVs, with production occupations
still accounting for roughly 33 percent of jobs in 2012, with an annual mean wage of $29k.27 However,
the RV industry has also become deeply entwined in the national and global economy. The largest RV
manufacturer, Forest River, was purchased by Berkshire Hathaway in 2005. The industry has been
dependent on gas prices and became increasing tethered to large-scale financing to maintain
inventories and ensure that retirees and middle-class families are able to purchase vehicles that can top
$100k. The collapse of inventory or floor plan financing, provided by large national and even
international banks and financial firms, including Bank of America, KeyBank, and GE Capital, led to
massive layoffs across the industry in 2008 and early 2009. The first sign of the downturn emerged in 17
July 2008, when Monaco Coach abruptly announced that it would close three Elkhart plants and lay off
1400 workers within sixty days.28 In the week prior to President Obama’s visit on 9 February 2009,
Keystone RV had to lay off 350 workers. In the same period, Jayco, a 40-year-old, family-owned RV
manufacturer, had to lay off 250 workers, bringing their total layoffs over eight months to 1,000 workers
or half of their workforce. The RV Industry Association estimated that the number of RV manufacturers
in the U.S. declined nearly 35 percent from August 2008 through September 2012.29 As sales slowly

26

Jeff Parrott. 12 October 2014. RV industry's recovery from Great Recession overshadows health of manufactured
housing in Elkhart County. Elkhart Truth. At: http://www.elkharttruth.com/hometown/2014/10/12/RV-industry-srecovery-from-Great-Recession-overshadows-health-of-manufactured-housing-in-Elkhart-County-5-years-laterproject.html. Last visited: 3 January 2015.
27
Bureau of Labor Statistics, US Department of Labor. 29 March 2013. May 2012 Metropolitan and
Nonmetropolitan Area Occupational Employment and Wage Estimates, Elkhart-Goshen, IN. At:
http://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes_21140.htm. Last visited: 2 December 2013.
28
Marilyn Odendahl. 18 July 2008. Shortened weeks turn into complete shutdown at Monaco. Elkhart Truth. At:
http://www.elkharttruth.com/news/2008/07/18/Shortened-weeks-turn-into-complete-shutdown-atMonaco.html. Last visited: 3 January 2015.
29
RV Pro Staff. 26 February 2013. RVIA Chairman Mulls the RV Industry’s Health. RV Pro. At: http://rvpro.com/news/rvia-chairman-mulls-rv-industrys-health-0. Last visited: 28 December 2013.

18

increased again, the gains went foremost to Forest River and its largest competitor, Thor Industries.30
Across the country, despite substantial productivity growth over the past 40 years, the hourly
compensation for the vast majority of workers has stagnated, with gains going almost solely to owners
of capital, intensifying inequality has risen.31
In Elkhart and throughout the US, in the heartland of liberal capitalist modernity, common sense
assent to the core tenants of liberalism— equality of opportunity, meritocracy, individual freedoms and
free markets—has gradually been unsettled by growing inequality, downward mobility, alienation and
ultimately the economic crisis during the course of my research. However, the US arguably delivered on
the promises of the so-called American Dream for a portion of the population at certain points, whether
opening the Western frontier to European settlers eager for land (amid the dispossession of indigenous
peoples) or ensuring education and home ownership via the GI Bill and rising wages as well as ongoing
profits with two-thirds of the world’s productive capacity following the brutality of World War II.
Neoliberal rhetoric—evoking 19th century small-government, entrepreneurial liberalism and tapping into
popular discourses of freedom—worked to reestablish liberal capitalist hegemony in response to the
economic and political crises of the 1970s (Harvey 2005). When the financial crisis hit in 2008,
neoliberal rhetoric about shrinking an inefficient State and its bloated bureaucracy was undermined by
the financial sector’s warm embrace of trillions of dollars of government bailout money, on top of two
wars and multiple tax subsidies for the corporate sector. Amid claims of being “too big to fail,” Wall
Street affirmed the need for big government able to ride to the rescue with massive Keynesian programs

30

Jeff Parrott. 12 October 2014. RV industry's recovery from Great Recession overshadows health of manufactured
housing in Elkhart County. Elkhart Truth. At: http://www.elkharttruth.com/hometown/2014/10/12/RV-industry-srecovery-from-Great-Recession-overshadows-health-of-manufactured-housing-in-Elkhart-County-5-years-laterproject.html. Last visited: 3 January 2015.
31
Josh Bivens and Lawrence Mishel. 2 September 2015. Understanding the Historic Divergence Between
Productivity and a Typical Worker’s Pay: Why It Matters and Why It’s Real. Briefing Paper #406. Economic Policy
Institute. At: https://www.epi.org/files/2015/understanding-productivity-pay-divergence-final.pdf. Last visited: 21
September 2019.

19

characteristic of twentieth century liberalism, even as it became increasingly evident to workers—
unemployed or precariously “middle class”—that Wall Street had secured a government that prioritized
its interests over those of the wider population. Following the first official bailout of the financial sector
via the Troubled Asset Relief Program in 2008, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (or
stimulus package)—despite moving beyond the financial sector—raised questions when launched in
Elkhart. Elkhart ultimately received $169,855,624 in stimulus funding for multiple projects, many of
which seemed to have minimal benefit for the average Elkhart resident, including some $45 million for
two electric vehicle projects that never fully materialized and almost $4 million to upgrade a runway at
the Elkhart Municipal Airport, used largely for chartered flights and small private planes. Despite the
multiple visits of President Obama and immense media attention, this nonetheless represented only
$859 per Elkhart resident, compared to $1,355 per capita for Indiana, and $1,691 per capita across the
US.32 In the weeks immediately before the 2014 election, the Elkhart Truth published a series of articles
on the fifth anniversary of the so-called recovery that began in 2009. Elkhart had seen renewed job
growth and decreased unemployment, but there were still several thousand fewer jobs than
immediately before the crisis. Average annual wages in the manufacturing sector fell from a high of
$34,040 in 2008, to $29,630 at the end of 2013, while the poverty rate remained several percentage
points higher than pre-crisis levels.33
For many, deepening inequality—paralleling the years before the Great Depression—was felt via
the detachment of elite politicians, whose phrases seemed hollow with lack of understanding. This
detachment heightened a general sense of anxiety at the alleged recovery from June 2009, which
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primarily meant lower-paying and often temporary jobs for a growing number of Elkhart and wider US
residents over the next several years, as rapid technological progress promised the ongoing
displacement of US workers. For some, their anxiety was further heightened by a sense of the loss of US
stature in the world—whether disillusionment with US military engagements, anger at President
Obama’s so-called “apology tour,” or a deepening awareness of growing Chinese influence. In February
2012, Indiana would become the first state in the waning industrial rust belt and the first state in a
decade to pass right-to-work legislation, followed later in the year by Michigan,34 as well as the most
extensive school voucher program in the country,35 despite Democratic state representatives
undertaking the longest walkout in US history and outside political money pouring into both sides.36
Again making national news, over 60 Tea Party groups united in Hoosiers for a Conservative Senate and
led a successful primary challenge via State Treasurer Richard Mourdock to the longest serving
Republican in the US Senate and ranking member of the Foreign Relations Committee, Dick Lugar.
During this same period, six-term US Congressperson Mike Pence joined a couple Tea Party gatherings in
Elkhart, as he campaigned to become the 50th Governor of Indiana. Widely supported by the Tea Party,
Pence came from a background like many Tea Party leaders, born to Irish Catholic Democrats inspired by
John F. Kennedy but then drawn to the Republican Party in the Reagan era, as well as becoming an
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evangelical Christian. Pence would represent the most important (if widely expected) electoral success
of the Indiana Tea Party movement in 2012. In securing him as a running mate in 2016, Trump helped to
secure a wide base of initially skeptical Tea Party support. During my research, I was also present when
Mayor Pete Buttigieg, who had only begun his first term in January 2012, at the age of 29, was the first
to speak in favor of the South Bend City Council passing a Human Rights Ordinance to end discrimination
based on gender identity and sexual orientation, successfully ending a decade-long debate in the city a
short distance from Elkhart.37 As I finished this dissertation, Buttigieg, now openly gay, was one of the
top few contenders to be the Democratic presidential nominee in 2020.

Reclaiming Self-Reliant, Moral Community in Response to Liberal Capitalist Modernity
The next chapter of this dissertation provides a brief overview of reactions to and resistance
against liberal capitalist modernity in Indiana, with a focus on Elkhart. This resistance—on both the
Right and Left—has tended to embrace an egalitarian ethos of community-based self-reliance, deeply
skeptical of government authority and other elite sources of power, which is often grounded in religious
or moral commitments.
Indiana was granted statehood in 1816, forty years after the Declaration of Independence
proclaimed radical notions of equality and liberty, and Elkhart was incorporated in 1858, in a location
secured by the dispossession of indigenous inhabitants and in a country that still accepted slavery. This
small-government liberalism upheld the ethos of “the frontier” and the “yeoman” or small family
farmer. Within a couple decades of its incorporation, still surrounded by thriving farms, the City of
Elkhart would become central to the industrial boom, including through its carriage and later auto
industry; band instruments, with Charles G. Conn initiating manufacturing in 1875; and pharmaceuticals,
via Miles Laboratories founded in 1887. Over a dozen cars were once manufactured in Elkhart. Before
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the end of the nineteenth century, Elkhart had the second electric streetcar system in the world and the
second largest railroad switching yard in the country, eventually drawing migrants from the South and
helping the community to weather the Great Depression. Far from passive in the face of shifting local
and national conditions, Indiana was home to early communal experiments—often looking to the model
of the early Christian Church in Acts—and central to the Grange, Greenback and other agrarian populist
movements in the late nineteenth century. Confronting deepening inequality and growing monopolies,
these agrarian movements created cooperatives, advocated pro-small farmer policies and worked to
reinforce community, at points building unity across historic divides of race and gender. These
movements, intertwined with growing labor struggles, provided fertile ground for the launch of the
Socialist Party of America in Indiana, at the beginning of the twentieth century. The Socialist Party
under the leadership of Eugene Debs, a lifelong Hoosier, hailed from the political Left while being
influenced by early and ongoing communal experiments, particularly in its early years. In 1912, Debs
won six percent of the national vote for President against Woodrow Wilson, Theodore Roosevelt and
William Howard Taft (Shannon 1955, 5), and in 1917, the candidates of the Socialist Party Local in
Elkhart secured 22.5 percent of the popular vote and won two Elkhart City Council seats (Weinstein
1967, 176). Yet in 1918, Debs was jailed for opposing the military draft in World War I, and the Socialist
Party went into decline.
In the wake of World War, the resurgence of liberal capitalism and the widespread repression of
the Left, white Protestant nationalism dominated Indiana for several years with ongoing repercussions.
During its 1919 session, the Indiana General Assembly passed a state sedition law criminalizing advocacy
of the overthrow of the US or Indiana government. In the same year, the newly formed American
Legion, with national and state headquarters in Indianapolis, led anti-radical campaigns and counted
28,000 Hoosier veterans as members of 300 posts across the state by 1920 (Madison 1982, 17,38-9).
Indiana would also lead the revival of the Ku Klux Klan; by 1925, 25.9 percent of native-born white male
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residents of Elkhart were members, complemented by a strong female membership (Moore 1991, 48;
Blee 1991). The Klan espoused a “complex creed of racism, nativism, Americanism; the defense of
traditional moral and family values; and support for Prohibition”—celebrated at picnics and parades,
supported by Protestant ministers—“at a time when organizations like the Rotary Club, Chambers of
Commerce, and the Indiana Farm Bureau had emerged to advocate a definition of community based
almost exclusively on the idea of business success” (Moore 1991, 3,191; Thornbrough 2000).
As the Great Depression led to growing desperation in the early 1930s, hundreds of agricultural
cooperatives reinforced remaining rural communities, while some Hoosiers returned to homesteading,
often squatting farms abandoned in the 1920s. In Elkhart, a Commissary was created by community
leaders, facilitating extensive cooperative community gardening and canning led by recipients, feeding
some 1,100 families (Bowdoin 1966). The confrontational Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO)
would split from American Federation of Labor in 1938, under the leadership of John L. Lewis, President
of the United Mine Workers, headquartered in Indianapolis, central to the election of President Franklin
D. Roosevelt in 1936, and among the few unions to reject non-communist oaths required under the TaftHartley Act of 1947 (Sells 1966). Elkhart had strong affiliates of the CIO; in 1942, during World War II,
the Elkhart County CIO passed resolutions calling on defense manufacturers to hire black workers
(Thornbrough 2000, 110). New Deal programs, as well as the GI Bill, benefited many Hoosiers and were
in turn actively supported by many Indiana politicians. However, the Left—in Elkhart and Indiana—
never recovered its pre-WWI strength. After World War II, Indiana Republicans regained power amid a
fractured Democratic Party. Reasserting community-based self-reliance (and state’s rights) against
federal government control, Republicans passed Indiana House Concurrent Resolution Number 2 in
1947: “[W]e propose henceforward to tax ourselves and take care of ourselves. We are fed up with
subsidies, doles, and paternalism. We are no one’s step child….[W]e respectfully petition and urge
Indiana’s Congressmen and Senators to vote to fetch our county court house and city halls back from
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Pennsylvania Avenue” (Madison 2014, 308,309). In 1958, Indiana would become the birthplace of the
anti-communist John Birch Society (JBS), taking up the mantle of Senator Joseph McCarthy against
alleged Communist infiltrators (Buckley 2008; Berlet and Lyons 2000, 179-182). The 1970s marked the
rise of the Moral Majority, Heritage Foundation, Eagle Forum, Christian Coalition, and Focus on the
Family; over the course of the next few decades, many Tea Party leaders gained their first political
experience challenging abortion and taking up other Christian Right political issues at the state level.
On both the Right and Left, social struggles and political projects from the founding of the state
were informed by religious and moral understandings. In the new state of Indiana, faith traditions soon
drove and were upended by the Abolition movement. Public debate was sparked by the evangelical
revivals of the so-called Second Great Awakening from the mid-1820s, with many revivalists becoming
committed Abolitionists. Similarly, Quakers and Anabaptists, who would settle in Elkhart from the
1840s, had long opposed to slavery. Elkhart County had at least six Underground Railroad stations
(Bartholomew 1930), and Elkhart would be one of only four out of 92 counties to vote against a clause
banning further black immigration into the state, as part of the Indiana Constitution of 1851 (Hamm
2004). However, the movement for immediate abolition of slavery splintered Presbyterians, Baptists,
Methodists, and even Quakers, with some reluctant to support the American Anti-Slavery Society due to
their concern about alliance with immoral non-Quakers and the potential threat to their peace witness
(Hamm 1991). In the coming decades, leaders across the political spectrum continued to organize
communities informed by their predominantly Christian faith. An agnostic deeply critical of organized
religion and most churches, Debs nonetheless celebrated Jesus as the “Revolutionary Carpenter,” the
anti-imperialist peasant leader on the side of the poor (regardless of one’s belief or lack thereof in Jesus’
divinity). Another co-founder of the Socialist Party of America, George D. Herron, was born into poverty
and raised in a deeply religious family in Indiana, before arguably becoming the most important national
advocate of Christian Socialism and a radical promoter of the “Social Gospel” as a prominent
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Midwestern pastor (Hopkins 1940, 184-200, Kipnis 1952, 153-9). In Elkhart and nationally, Mennonites
and their educational institutions were central to various public debates, welcoming thousands of
migrants, advocating pacificism and supporting conscientious objectors during World War II, and playing
significant roles in the Civil Rights Movement. As noted in subsequent ethnographic chapters, these
trajectories—and in some cases, elderly leaders from these earlier social struggles—continued to inform
political projects in Elkhart and the wider region.

Evolving Resistance
In Elkhart and much of the country, many of the emergent responses to the economic crisis—on
both the Right and Left—attempted to reclaim connections to community, recall moral or spiritual
principles, reassert founding narratives. Yet the Left and the Right ultimately studied distinct pasts or
aspects of the past and affirmed different theologies or moral frameworks. They were also separated by
how broadly they defined community or perhaps by their willingness to stand in solidarity with other
communities. Notably, neither was interested in reclaiming the liberal modern State.
Chapters three and four examine groups falling to the Right of the political spectrum. Chapter
three provides ethnographic overviews of each of the grassroots Tea Party groups and their close allies
in Elkhart, explores the conditions—both in the current context and historical developments over the
past several decades—that allowed for the emergence of the Tea Party, and demonstrates that the Tea
Party had a strong grassroots base at least in Elkhart County, which at different points utilized, rejected
and was coopted by well-funded, national level-organizations and media coverage. Chapter four
explores core ideas that inspired and helped to cohere the amorphous Tea Party movement before
offering an initial assessment of its impacts at the local and national level.
We the People – The Michiana 9-12 Project was one of the first major groups to emerge amid
the escalating economic crisis in the Elkhart region. Already aiming to create a “young conservative club
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in Elkhart County,” the founders were drawn to Glenn Beck’s campaign, initiated in March 2009, to take
up the nine principles and twelve values that he said characterized the American people on the day after
the attacks of September 11th.38 By mid-2009, the organization had roughly 1500 members affiliated
with its Meet-Up group and receiving daily updates. Throughout 2010, well over a hundred people
regularly attended extended trainings in originalist interpretations of the Constitution, and the group
brought together over 2,000 residents for a rally with Glenn Beck in September 2010. This group lost
some momentum in 2011, after a substantial group split off to form the Tea Party of Michiana Action
Coalition (Tea-MAC) in the second half of 2010, foremost to more actively endorse and support
candidates at the local, state, and national level. Throughout my fieldwork, Tea-MAC involved a core
group of roughly 50 people who met monthly and repeatedly mobilized hundreds of residents for rallies
supporting their chosen candidates. The Elkhart County Patriots was the third major grouping in Elkhart
County during my research, with a core of roughly a dozen people that met for weekly study but with
substantial impact on local, state, and national politics due to their active political engagement and
ability to mobilize much larger numbers. During my research, I briefly interacted with Mike Pence as a
result of meetings and events facilitated by the Elkhart County Patriots. These groups often
collaborated, shared members, and periodically conflicted with nearby Tea Party groups, including the
statewide Hoosiers for a Conservative Senate, as well as the libertarian Citizens for Common Sense, a
revived anti-communist John Birch Society, and Citizens for Immigration Law Enforcement. Wealthy
libertarians, nationally known moral conservatives and finely tuned political operatives did try to shape,
coopt, claim credit for, and support these groups directly or indirectly, sometimes via long-established
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The 9 Principles are: America is good. I believe in God and He is the center of my life. I must always try to be a more honest
person than I was yesterday. The family is sacred; my spouse and I are the ultimate authority, not the government. If you break
the law you pay the penalty; justice is blind and no one is above it. I have a right to life, liberty and pursuit of happiness, but
there is no guarantee of equal results. I work hard for what I have and I will share it with who I want to; government cannot
force me to be charitable. It is not un-American for me to disagree with authority or to share my personal opinion. The
government works for me; I do not answer to them, they answer to me.
The 12 Values are: Honesty, Reverence, Hope, Thrift, Humility, Charity, Sincerity, Moderation, Hard Work, Courage, Personal
Responsibility, Gratitude (originally Friendship).
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organizations like FreedomWorks, Americans for Prosperity, Club for Growth, or Americans for Tax
Reform. However, as highlighted above, my own research suggests that grassroots Tea Party groups—at
least in Elkhart—were too quickly dismissed as “astroturf” organizations (artificially created by external
interests).
In a given week, meetings of these Elkhart-based groups might focus on the Bill of Rights, the
best gun to buy for self- and community-defense or putting faith into voluntary action to assist hurricane
victims or Habitat for Humanity. At one level, these groups looked to nineteenth century, smallgovernment liberalism, a moment of smallholder farmers, mom-and-pop shops, and the so-called
American frontier. In Elkhart, hundreds rallied during my fieldwork in 2011, to successfully challenge
new zoning ordinances in the name of liberty and property rights and to protest against the infiltration
of UN Agenda 21 mandates. In the same year, Elkhart County Sheriff Brad Rogers, who was a frequent
visitor to Tea Party meetings but also widely respected by a range of community members, was
celebrated for facing down the federal government on behalf of a small farmer and raw milk vendor.
Notably, most of the Tea Party leaders grew up immediately after World War II in Indiana, where class
mobility was a reality for many, including for European minorities who had been “not-quite-white”
(Ignatiev 1995, Brodkin 1998, Roediger 2006). Significantly, many grassroots leaders were critical of big
corporations, the finance sector and the federal government that bailed them out and legislated at the
expense of small businesses and workers. At another level, these groups are a continuation of
neoconservatism, calling for the reclamation of strong families, local control and/or the US as an
unrivaled nation grounded in Christian morality, with many leaders having first gained political
experience via Christian Right organizations in Indiana. Each of the key Tea Party leaders was driven by
their Christian understandings, including commitments to volunteerism and the well-being of their
congregation and/or wider community. Many had been struggling small business owners, forced to
grapple with government regulation, as well as government subsidies oriented towards the interests of
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big corporations and the finance sector. The petty bourgeois or “lower-middle-class culture” of “Middle
America”—and much of the Tea Party—has been praised within parts of academia for its questioning of
progress and recognition of limits, it memory and moral realism, its communitarian virtue and family
values (Lasch 1991). However, others have warned that communitarian, values-based neoconservatism
tends to evolve into “an antimodernist nativism” on the Right (Robotham 2009:229). Notably, many Tea
Party leaders were concerned about accusations of racism. While some members of these Tea Party
groups took strong stands against “illegal” migration, public rallies consistently included Tea Party
leaders of African, Latino or Asian descent, even if the vast majority of the audience was of European
descent.39
In addition, Tea Party groups actively studied history—foremost the country’s founding
documents—for inspiration, lessons and political arguments, as do many movements in the US. In the
process, conflicts and context were often minimized, as “the Founding Fathers” and the Revolutionary
Era were treated as an almost sacred source of Truth, foremost embodied in the US Constitution. In her
study of the Tea Party movement’s use of history, Jill Lepore has argued that their understandings or
claims tended to move beyond constitutional originalism to “historical fundamentalism” (Lepore
2010:16). However, Gordon Wood suggests that Lepore may be too quick to dismiss the political
sentiments tied up in “memory” via her pursuit of critical history (Wood 2011).40 I attended multiple
Tea Party gatherings dedicated to studying the Constitution and was repeatedly offered pocket copies of
the Constitution at Tea Party events, often together with a copy of Cleon Skousen’s 5000 Year Leap
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Perhaps more profound than either isolated if significant instances of overt racism or consistent if superficial
attention to racial diversity in public presentations, many have pointed to the coded racism of the “birther
controversy” or the use of the President’s full name—Barack Hussein Obama—and questions about his religious
and political affiliations in the midst of the War in Iraq. On a different front, some have noted the use of the first
“black” President to deny ongoing (structural) discrimination and declare the crumbling vestiges of racism. In this
research, there is an attempt to utilize an intersectional analysis that is, in part, attuned to the political-economic
history of race and racism in the US context.
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Notably, David Graeber, in his widely read anthropological account of the Occupy movement, recounts his own
references to the Bill of Rights and anti-Federalists during his first time speaking at an Occupy event (2013:xiv-xvi),
while Ron Paul placards were on proud display at Occupy Indy.
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(2007; notably republished by the National Center for Constitutional Studies and promoted by Glenn
Beck). Entering ongoing debates on the Revolutionary era, lecturers would emphasize the founding of
the US as a counter-majoritarian republic that protected the rights of the individual as well as particular
communities and/or states, elevated virtue, and recognized the limits of any concentrated power.
Other times, teachings would focus on arguably obscure and frequently decontextualized passages in
diaries, letters or speeches to demonstrate the evangelical Christian faith of the Founding Fathers.
Almost always, there was a call to return to founding values and principles to address the pervasive
societal crisis, recognized across the political spectrum if interpreted differently.
Chapter five and six consider the Left side of the political continuum. Chapter five provides
origin stories of the primary grassroots groups and projects on the Left that emerged in response to the
economic crisis in Elkhart County, touching on a couple of the existing organizations that supported
and/or were reinvigorated by these emergent efforts. With diverse leadership, a few of these
grassroots groups grew membership, deepened analysis and undertook growing action from the outset
of the crisis through the election of President Trump. This chapter ends by examining the relatively
short-lived Occupy Elkhart, the launch of Occupy Indy and the wider implications of similar Occupy
mobilizations across the Midwest and beyond. Chapter six examines the ideas and frameworks that
informed groups on the Left over the course of this research, ending with a snapshot of the alternatives
that they proposed to liberal capitalist modernity and an initial assessment of their impacts.
Elkhart County Works Together, an organization of unemployed workers, emerged in 2009,
holding support groups and gardening workshops, putting together a jobs bank, trying to break the
isolation of the unemployed, and raising awareness of the struggles facing many in Elkhart. In the same
year, the Elkhart Local Food Alliance (ELFA) created several community gardens and an urban farm to
provide healthy and sustainable food in a cooperative manner, address food security issues and
strengthen relationships, as well as attending the US Social Forum and returning to Detroit to learn from

30

urban gardening and local self-sufficiency models. People’s History of Elkhart brought together a
diverse group of people to study local struggles in Elkhart’s past and present and to mobilize around
saving and securing housing for community residents facing foreclosure or county sale for overdue
property taxes. People’s History, in particular, and ELFA attempted to reflect the ethnic and racial
diversity of the south central section of Elkhart, which is roughly a third Latino, third black and third
white.41 Although many leaders were from “middle class,” university-educated backgrounds, these
groups also drew on and worked to build the leadership of a number of struggling or impoverished
working class members. Multiple people affiliated with People’s History and ELFA formed communal
residences. Some of these same people participated in a brief Occupy Elkhart, which also drew a new
cross-section of college students, unemployed and sometimes homeless workers and a few
representatives of unions and progressive churches.
Some of the values that informed the Tea Party movement also resonated with groupings on the
Left: the questioning of progress, concern about the concentration of power in the State and other
institutions, and the elevation of community-based/-supported self-reliance. These were often
interwoven with personal religious beliefs and collective spiritual practices. At another level, these
values diverged in profound ways, via critical self-reflection and systemic analysis of interweaving forms
of oppression and through the intentional pursuit of cooperative, connected and environmentally
sustainable community. If this suggested the desire for a pre-modern moment, it was also informed a
progressive commitment to equality. People’s History of Elkhart held Bible studies and tried to organize
progressive religious leaders. With inspiration both from his own Mennonite background and from J.K.
Gibson-Graham’s A Postcapitalist Politics, one of its leaders had a growing list, exceeding 25 pages,
entitled: “The Kindom is Coming -- The Kindom is already here! (Notes on how I know) aka: Assets for
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non-capitalist community economies in South Central Elkhart.” This “Kindom” intentionally evoked
family and relationship, while focusing locally on “community economies” and “South Central Elkhart” in
a city of just over 50,000. However, these groups had wider connections, including via the headquarters
of Mennonite Church USA, ties to New Monasticism and Catholic Worker projects, eventually other
struggles on the Left—including Occupy, indigenous resistance at Standing Rock, and the new Poor
People’s Campaign—as well as Jesus Radicals. Based in Elkhart, the latter was a yearly conference,
podcast and website exploring the links between anarchism and (particularly Mennonite or Anabaptist)
Christianity, whose co-founders engaged in local struggles and were connected to radical theologians
and anarchist leaders around the country. Jesus Radicals took up issues of policing and state power,
oppression, veganism and pacificism, and the devastation wrought by technology. If many on the Right
veered towards self-defense, self-sufficiency and survival skills, those on the Left were more likely to
evoke simplicity—a core Anabaptist value—inclusion and sustainability, drawn to models of mutual aid,
communal living, “autonomous land bases” and/or DIY (do-it-yourself) projects to meet basic needs.
Aspects of this movement could be situated within “agrarian populism” dating back to the
Grange movement. Like the organic movement that emerged at the intersection of the 1960s back-tothe-land movement and the birth of the environmental movement, Julie Guthman has highlighted a new
agrarian populism that maintains a critique of agricultural industrialization but “sees the family-owned
and –operated, small-scale farm as the locus of, indeed the key to, social justice and ecological
sustainability. Moreover, and in contrast to the [earlier] counterculture critique, it places tremendous
value on farmer independence, rather than collective action” (Guthman 2004,10). Perhaps the leading
voice of this agrarian populism has been Wendell Berry, since the late 1960s until the present. In one of
his foundational essays “Discipline and Hope,” following an essay entitled “Think Little,” he calls for a
“New Middle,” concluding: “Goodness, wisdom, happiness, even physical discomfort, are not
institutional conditions. The real sources of hope are personal and spiritual, not public and political. A
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man is not happy by the dispensation of his government…He is happy only in doing well what is in his
power, and in being reconciled to what is not in his power” (Berry 1972, 160). For many on the Left, if
there was a brief moment of openness to a role for government inspired by the election of President
Obama, it faded quickly amid half-measures to address unemployment and foreclosure, as well as
failures like the UN Climate Summit in Copenhagen (2009) and lack of meaningful immigration reform.
Some leaders were explicitly opposed to government-led solutions to hunger, homelessness or
impoverishment and eager to identify local, community-level responses, despite the national and global
roots of these problems. If agrarian populism is a helpful framework for understanding aspects of these
grassroots responses on the Left, many grassroots groups also found inspiration in and connected with
urban food and environmental justice movements and stood in solidarity with wider struggles for
migrant rights and criminal justice reform. Berry was widely read by many on the Left in Elkhart; yet, he
was often read together with Starhawk, a leading ecofeminist and proponent of Neopaganism and
Wicca, and was interpreted through earlier communal living experiments in Elkhart, as well as via
Anabaptist and anarchist literature. During my research in Elkhart, many on the Left were foremost
critical of technology and scale as the causes of alienation, inequality, environmental harm and violence
characteristic of modern society. Rebuilding inclusive, sustainable communities was often posed as the
primary solution. Coming out of the Anabaptist commitment to nonresistance, as well as longstanding
Anabaptist engagement in struggles against oppression, there was regular reference to building the
“Beloved Community” popularized by Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., as well as interest in nonhierarchical “prefigurative politics” attentive to daily practice or to means versus ends (Breines 1989).
Collectively, this created space and encouragement for countercultural collective action, arguably raising
the possibility of “Left Romantic” utopias, which draw on but diverge from past political traditions and
cooperative projects (Löwy and Sayre 2001). Over the last few years, key leaders have formed alliances
or fostered mutual learning across the country, and some have been active in the new, nationwide Poor
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People’s Campaign, deepening a critique of the economic system via analysis of intersecting issues of
impoverishment, racism, militarism and ecological devastation.

Politics of Crisis and the Relation of Forces
Nationally, as well as in Elkhart, economic inequality became a common topic of conversation
and concern, which gradually led to critical questions about the current form of capitalism that were
largely inconceivable before the economic crisis. On both the Right and Left, liberal capitalist modernity
and the government institutions and practices that maintain it are facing a crisis of legitimacy, unsettling
long-held assumptions and creating space for counter-hegemonic ideas and related political action. In
this context, Antonio Gramsci—whose Prison Notebooks provided useful analytical questions for this
project—was helpful in distinguishing periodic “economic crises” from a “fundamental historical crisis”
or a “crisis of hegemony” for dominant social groups. Economic crises provide a “terrain” for new and
perhaps systemic questions, which might unsettle “common sense” and lay the groundwork for political
contestations. These questions and contestations, as emerging “good sense,” might ultimately be
consolidated and lead to a transformation of existing social relationships—in their economic, political,
moral dimensions—amounting to a fundamental historical crisis (Gramsci 1972, 184,210,275-276;
Susser 2009).42 However, Gramsci suggested that substantial transformations of existing social
relationships rely on the “relations of force” in a given society, which involve a combination of the
material conditions; the political unity, awareness and organization of subordinate groups; and the
ability of the State and dominant groups to repress dissent and provide renewed leadership (Gramsci
1972, 175-185).43 After revisiting the central findings outlined above, chapter seven utilizes this broad
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A “fundamental historical crisis” may not necessarily mean a complete destruction of the current socialeconomic-political system but rather a dialectical process of transforming key aspects of the current system while
retaining or perhaps redefining other elements that may still have important value.
43
Significantly, a wide range of theorists have grappled with the questions of how unequal social relations are
maintained via ideology, governmentality, habitus, and lifeworld (Althusser 2001; Foucault 1982; Foucault 1991;
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framework as a starting point for reflecting on current economic and political dynamics, crystallized
during the economic crisis and continuing to unfold today in Elkhart and the wider region.
Analyzing current economic conditions, as well as the uniqueness but also predictability of this
economic crisis, requires situating Elkhart within Indiana, the US and the global economy, including

Bourdieu 1977; Bourdieu 1990; Habermas 1975), as well as the role of political agency and underlying conditions in
shifting or transforming those relations. In US ethnography, Foucault’s insights have been helpful in exploring
modes of surveillance and neoliberal governmentality that ensure discipline or certain conduct without direct state
intervention, such as volunteerism and community policing, and the creation of new subjects, such as the
deserving poor and the good citizen (Cattelino 2004; Hyatt 2001). Similarly, in ethnographies of the US, Bourdieu
and the wider insights of practice theory have helped anthropologists to grapple with tracking and expectations
built into the educational system that favor certain types of ‘cultural capital’ or with the devastation wrought by
processes of deindustrialization against which the individual is largely powerless (MacLeod 2009, Pappas 1989).
Yet Bourdieu and by extension these ethnographies largely foreclose meaningful space for conscious or collective
resistance, instead change seems to occur unintentionally when a given habitus, which was produced under
certain historical and social conditions, confronts new social conditions.
When he was imprisoned in 1926, Gramsci wrote not as an academic but as an Italian political organizer
and General Secretary of the clandestine Communist Party fighting fascism and working to advance socialist
revolution. He grappled from his cell with how capitalism had persisted in the more industrialized and urbanized
countries of Europe, despite the Russian Revolution. Gramsci’s analysis was informed by Marx and Engels, who
had earlier argued: “The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas: i.e., the class which is the
ruling material force in society, is at the same time its ruling intellectual force…hence among other things [they]
rule also as thinkers, as producers of ideas, and regulate the production and distribution of the ideas of their age”
(Marx and Engels 1970, 64). Similarly, Gramsci understands “common sense” as a product of history written by
the victors and their intellectuals, embodied in the collective but fragmentary “conception of the world which is
uncritically absorbed” by people via their environment and socialization (Gramsci 1972, 323-333). Economic and
political elites reinforce and appropriate aspects this fragmentary conception of the world, shaping public
discourse via the content of media, endless consumer marketing, public school curriculum, Sunday sermons,
political campaigns, holiday celebrations, and more. In turn, many US movements have attempted to reclaim or
re-appropriate the common sense ideas, often promises of liberalism as articulated in the Declaration of
Independence and US Constitution, as well as drawing on religious traditions, morality and community. Gramsci
discusses “hegemony” as the production of consent via control of ideology, reinforced by the apparent moral
leadership and economic prestige of dominant social groups. To maintain hegemony, reforms—social welfare
programs, infrastructure to create jobs and support business, floating currency exchange rates, bank bailouts, even
regulation to limit monopoly and ensure “moral hazard” in the competitive economy—periodically emerge,
softening the rough edges of a liberal capitalist society, as long as they do not sacrifice its core interests. Yet
Gramsci is also clear that hegemony entails the complementary ability to periodically rely on the force of the State
to supress dissent, ideally in ways that “appear to be based on the consent of the majority” (Gramsci 1972, 80;
Crehan 2002). Using Gramsci in her own ethnographic work exploring people’s understandings of AIDS in Southern
Africa, Ida Susser suggests, “Gramsci sees practical sense or good sense, in opposition to common sense, as
derived from people’s pragmatic evaluation of everyday experiences. Practical sense derives from people’s
conscious efforts to resolve the contradictions between received discourses and their material challenges
understood as counter-hegemonic” (Susser 2009, 120). Reflecting on the emergence of good sense or practical
sense as seen in spontaneous movements of the impoverished and marginalized, Gramsci clarifies that these
spontaneous movements of “the subaltern classes” are not purely spontaneous, but rather have “multiple
elements of ‘conscious leadership,’” even if those facing exploitation and oppression initially fail to recognize their
coherence or significance as a “class ‘for itself’” (Gramsci 1972, 196).
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attention to ongoing technological and environmental developments. For some in Elkhart,
impoverishment and exclusion long predate the current crisis while others have embraced the crisis as a
moment to reorient Elkhart to prosper in the future. Transnational corporations, international financial
institutions, a global division of labor, and related technological innovations have reshaped the world,
raising the practical question of whether it is possible to “return” to a local, small-scale world
(Robotham 2005).44 If Donald Trump, as well as Bernie Sanders and then Hillary Clinton, opposed the
Trans-Pacific Partnership in a protectionist turn during the 2016 election, they did so in a moment when
manufacturing was returning to the US, but jobs were not, amid rapid advances in robotics and other
technology.
Turning next to political organization, business and community leaders attempted to navigate
the crisis, making unprecedented gifts through the Elkhart County Community Foundation while
embarking on a massive countywide educational initiative to reassert the value of an entrepreneurial,
educated workforce able to take advantage of new economic opportunities. As highlighted above, a
crisis of legitimacy for these dominant social groups could move to the Left or the Right, as was evident
in the landslide victories of Narendra Modi and his Hindu-nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party in 2014 and
2019 elections in India; Duterte’s election in the Philippines, the UK vote for Brexit, and Trump’s election
in quick succession in 2016; and the 2018 election of President Bolsonaro in Brazil, among others. By
the end of my time in Elkhart, the energy in the Tea Party movement was primarily being directed at
reshaping the Republican Party, with some divisions arising around “conspiracy theories” promoted by
certain leaders. On the Left, while most were continuing to explore “green,” local economy and/or
cooperative models, a few were starting to reframe these as projects of survival that could also serve as
bases for developing critical analysis, organizing and training leaders. They looked to the historic model
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Notably, some academics have also questioned movements with a Romantic orientation—eager to reconnect to
land, community and cultural or religious values—based on the historical legacy of Romanticism (Berlin 2001;
Mommsen 1989; Müller 2003; Biehl and Staudenmaier 2011),

36

of the Black Panthers and explored Dr. King’s intended Poor People’s Campaign. Significantly, it
remained unclear whether dominant economic and political groups could secure renewed leadership. If
some level of public esteem was still enjoyed by the technology sector, wealthy philanthropists, or the
media and entertainment industry, many economic actors were viewed with contempt. Similarly, while
Senator Bernie Sanders ultimately gained substantial attention in the lead up to the 2016 election, the
wider Democratic Party’s apparent lack of commitment to workers and their struggling families—black,
brown, white or migrant—seemed a clear indication to many that the party had little commitment to
representing their interests.
The final chapter only briefly addresses Gramsci’s third level in the relation of forces, namely the
ability of the dominant social group to repress dissent. On one hand, US residents have become
increasingly aware of intensifying surveillance via WikiLeaks and Edward Snowden, massive
incarceration rates, "enhanced interrogation techniques," drone strikes, and the ongoing possibility of
nuclear annihilation, as well as increasingly sophisticated defamation campaigns to target opponents. In
the lead up to President Trump’s election, the Patriot Movement, including armed militias, had become
increasingly visible; since 2016, white supremacist groups have been further implicated in intimidation
and violence. For several years, Elkhart was among the top counties in the country in terms of crystal
methamphetamine policing, while immigration law enforcement has been advocated and undertaken.
Yet public condemnation of police abuse of a handcuffed Latino man, captured on a surveillance
camera, arguably led to Elkhart Mayor Tim Neese’s decision to not stand for reelection in 2019, as well
as the ultimate victory of the Democratic candidate and the first black mayor of Elkhart. Uprisings
around the globe—including in Ferguson, Missouri, in late 2014—have made visible and defied
intensifying repression and defamation, while an increasingly multipolar world has deepened cracks in
US military hegemony exposed by Afghanistan, Iraq and ISIS, as well as China. However, fully analyzing
the role of surveillance, policing, Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and related dynamics is
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beyond the scope of this research. Many scholars have given vital attention to forms of repression
within the US context (Mullings 2003, Newton 1996, Davis 1998, Greenwald 2014, Kaye 2019); if any
existing movements ultimately threaten a “fundamental historical crisis,” Gramsci and US history—
including in Indiana—suggests that significant repression is likely. In this regard, Trump’s apparent
willingness to condone violence, in combination with a politics of fear and nativism, and a corollary spike
in hate crimes since his election seem to confirm the potential of growing threats and repression facing
certain US communities.45
The outlined attempts to reclaim community, reassert particular moralities or experiment with
primarily local, small-scale alternatives inspired by the past—on both the Right and Left—evidence
longing for a different economic and political future.46 If these political visions on the Left or the Right
have limitations, arguably failing to fully account for a globalized world, then what feasible alternatives
exist to the faltering model of liberal capitalist modernity that now shapes and constrains lives around
the world? During my final few months of fieldwork in 2012, People’s History of Elkhart hosted two
major events, building on their critical study of silenced histories and search for alternatives to challenge
ongoing inequalities. On the occasion of the birthday of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., the first of
these brought Dr. Vincent Harding, a theologian, scholar and activist, who drafted the “Beyond Vietnam:
A Time to Break the Silence” speech in which Dr. King denounced the interconnected triplets of racism,
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Michael Finnegan and Noah Bierman. 13 March 2016. Trump's endorsement of violence reaches new level: He
may pay legal fees for assault suspect. Los Angeles Times. At: http://www.latimes.com/politics/la-na-trumpcampaign-protests-20160313-story.html. Southern Poverty Law Center. November 2016. Ten Days After; After the
Election, The Trump Effect. Last visited: 14 January 2017. At: https://www.splcenter.org/news/2016/11/29/newsplc-reports-reveal-alarming-pattern-hate-incidents-and-bullying-across-country. Last visited: 14 January 2017.
46
Notably, in another moment of crisis, namely the Great Depression and the rise of Nazism in Germany, Franz
Neumann and Otto Kircheimer asked dialectically what should be carried forward into the future despite
profoundly changed conditions. They recognized the arguably inevitable growth of new forms of bureaucracy,
centralization and authority in a world restructured by liberal modernity, yet contrary to Carl Schmitt and other
contemporaries, they insisted on the ongoing importance of the rule of law and preservation of democracy
(Scheuerman 1994; Scheuerman 1996).
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materialism and militarism.47 A few months later, People’s History invited Willie Baptist, who emerged
from the Watts uprisings to ultimately provide leadership in the National Union of the Homeless, the
National Welfare Rights Union, the Poor People's Economic Human Rights Campaign, and the Poverty
Initiative, to discuss re-launching Dr. King’s multiracial Poor People’s Campaign. King had envisioned
uniting “the poor, both white and Negro” so that their collective action could become “a new and
unsettling force in our complacent national life” (King 1968:60). Significantly, recognizing the nature of
“modern economic imperialism” and a globalized economy, as well as ongoing violence and the
potential of “nuclear co-annihilation,” King argued that any movement to change unjust societal
structures needed to be not just local or even national but ultimately global in nature.48 Dr. King was
assassinated a few months later. Some 50 years later, grassroots groups—in Elkhart and across the
country—are again envisioning and working to secure a common future that orients the global economy
towards shared public benefit and environmental sustainability, expands democratic and inclusive
participation in effective governance, and deepens interconnections while creating space for evolving
cultures and complex identities. Our global interdependence has become increasingly evident, yet a
politics of fear, exclusion and isolation has also gained ground in the US and many countries. One of the
leaders of People’s History of Elkhart was central to facilitating a series of community conversations at
an innovative sliding-scale health care clinic; these conversations brought together diverse strangers,
whose only connection was geography, to discuss “Our Futures Together.” Arguably, the nature of our
futures together has never been more important.
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Notably, Harding become King’s friend and colleague after co-founding Mennonite House, an interracial
communal residence and voluntary service and movement center in Atlanta. The “Beyond Vietnam” speech was
delivered at Riverside Church in New York City, on 4 April 1967.
48
As one example, he explained, “So many of Latin America’s problems have roots in the United States of America
that we need to form a solid, united movement, nonviolently conceived and carried through, so that pressure can
be brought to bear on the capital and government power structures concerned, from both sides of the problem”
(King 1968:63).
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CHAPTER 1
Reaction and Resistance to Liberal Capitalist Modernity:
A Brief Hoosier History
[Grandfather] repeated Karl Marx’s prescription for an ideal society, “From each according to his ability,
to each according to his needs.” And then he asked me, meaning it to be a wry joke, “What could be
more un-American, Gene, than sounding like the Sermon on the Mount?”
– Eugene Debs Hartke (Vonnegut 1990, 93)

Kurt Vonnegut, one of Indiana’s most beloved authors, dedicates his novel Hocus Pocus to
Eugene Debs and names his lead character Eugene Debs Hartke (Vonnegut 1990). Vonnegut evokes a
moment in Indiana’s history when Debs was a household name and a substantial minority of residents
embraced socialism in line with their religious or moral understandings as well as their material
interests. Much of Indiana’s history—including of the Socialist Party of America led by Debs—is not
widely known or has long been silenced. Vonnegut, who died in 2007, likely did as much as anyone in
the past several decades—until Senator Bernie Sanders—to keep the stories of Eugene Debs and other
Hoosier Leftists alive in popular imagination through his best-selling countercultural novels and essays.
In his final book of essays, A Man Without a Country, Vonnegut claims, “I am one of America’s Great
Lakes people, her freshwater people…Like me, many American socialists were freshwater people. Most
Americans don’t know what the socialists did during the first half of the past century…to elevate the
self-respect, the dignity and political acumen of American wage earners, of our working class”
(Vonnegut 2005, 10). After claiming the “self-taught workmen” Carl Sandburg and Abraham Lincoln,
Vonnegut focuses on Debs, noting, “’Socialism’ is no more an evil word than ‘Christianity’…Christianity
and socialism alike, in fact, prescribe a society dedicated to the proposition that all men, women, and
children are created equal and shouldn’t starve” (Vonnegut 2005, 11).
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This dissertation unfortunately cannot take up a fuller “people’s history” of Indiana, but several
moments of past contestation help to provide an important context for the political uprisings of the last
decade—the Tea Party, Occupy and other grassroots political projects—that in turn helped to lay the
groundwork for the election of President Trump and the candidacy of Bernie Sanders. These grassroots
political groups reflected and at points built on long trajectories of political resistance to liberal capitalist
modernity grounded in an egalitarian ethos of community-based self-reliance and often in religious or
moral commitments.
Indiana was granted statehood in 1816, and Elkhart was incorporated in 1858. By 1860, Indiana
had 20,755 persons working 5,323 factories (Bartlow Martin 1947, 57); by 1890, City of Elkhart would
grow to 11,360, becoming the tenth largest in the state and central to its industrial boom, including
through its carriage and later auto industry, band instruments, and pharmaceuticals. Elkhart introduced
the second electric streetcar system in the world in 1889, and the city long had the second largest
railroad switching yard in the country, connecting Chicago to the East Coast.
Indiana was part of the first great liberal experiment, birthed in the 17th century “Age of
Enlightenment” but given full force in the US via the Revolutionary War, elevating reason, equality and
democratic freedoms—including freedom of conscious and religion, as well as the right to own
property—over state religion, hereditary privilege and the rule of monarchs that had characterized
European feudal societies. Drawing on the writings of John Locke, Thomas Jefferson articulated the
manifesto of the American Revolution, the understanding “that men are created equal, that they are
endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the
pursuit of Happiness,” reclaimed by people’s movements across US history, arguably despite elite
attempts to curtail this revolutionary democratic trajectory via the US Constitution.49 Yet the US Bill of
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J. Allen Smith’s The Spirit of American Government (1907) first argued that the Constitution was largely an
aristocratic and conservative document, meant to check majority rule and the liberal, democratic impulses
unleashed by the US Declaration of Independence written by Thomas Jefferson and the Revolutionary War. This
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Rights then limited the power of the federal government, and the anti-elitist, strongly democratic (but
slave-owning) President Thomas Jefferson (1801-1809) upheld the family farmer, possessing a modest
amount of land, as the basis for a strong, uncorrupted democracy. In 1776, the Declaration of
Independence coincided with the publication of Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations, arguably the
foundational text of modern liberal economics, built on a conception of self-interested individuals but—
like Jefferson—advocating universal, public education and the regulation of anticipated monopolies. In
this context, Elkhart quickly became a place of prosperity for many European settlers, but it also
provides a reminder that this prosperity was often built on dispossession and maintained through
violence.
The groundwork for the settlement of Indiana was laid by the Northwest Ordinance enacted by
the US Congress in 1787, allowing for development and governance west of the Appalachian Mountains.
The Western Confederacy—including the Anishinaabe alliance or Council of Three Fires of the
Ojibwe/Chippewa, Ottawa/Odawa, and Potawatomi—did not recognize the Treaty of Paris, in which the
British ceded these lands to the US in 1783, and had initial victories against US forces in 1790 and 1791
(Edmunds 1978). However, this led President George Washington to order General “Mad” Anthony
Wayne, a Revolutionary War hero, to train and lead some 5,000 soldiers against the Western
Confederacy, culminating in the Battle of Fallen Timbers in 1794, near present-day Toledo, Ohio,
effectively opening the Midwest for settlement and quelling most resistance for 15 years. One of the US
soldiers at Fallen Timbers was William Henry Harrison, who would be appointed the first Governor of
the Indiana Territory, become a notorious land speculator, try to establish slavery in Indiana, and
ultimately become the US President (Bartlow Martin 1947, 23-32). By 1828, the Potawatomi had been

text was taken up by Progressives and ultimately built on by other scholars. Perhaps most notably, Charles Beard’s
An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the United States (1913) argues that class position of the
delegates to the Constitutional Convention, particularly of the authors of The Federalist Papers, shaped their
defense of private property as a counter-revolution against the “rights of man” articulated in the Declaration of
Independence. The “progressive school” interpretation largely stood until after World War II.
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manipulated or forced into ceding 70 percent of their land in exchange for annual annuities and small
reservations or land grants where their survival became increasingly precarious, setting the stage for the
Indian Removal Act of 1830, passed by Congress and signed by President Andrew Jackson. Although
incorporated later, Elkhart was founded in 1831, when Dr. Havilah Beardsley bought land from the
Potawatomi Chief Pierre Moran, who had led armed resistance against colonial settler incursions and
then in defeat helped to negotiate several treaties, due to his language skills acquired via a French
father. The sale was facilitated by John Tipton, US Senator from Indiana (1831-38). Tipton would
ultimately become the US General tasked with raising a militia to end Potawatomi resistance in 1838,
destroying their remaining communities and driving their surviving inhabitants west of the Mississippi
from the “Land of Indians” (or Indiana) on the "Trail of Death" (Polke 1925; Campion 2011).

Community-based self-reliance
Despite this history of violence and dispossession, Indiana was also home to some of the first
and most important communal experiments in the US. Among the most significant were the New
Harmony experiments, first of George Rapp initiated in 1814, and then of Robert Owen in 1824. George
Rapp, like many Anabaptists who later came to Elkhart County, first settled in Pennsylvania, in 1803,
having fled religious persecution in Germany, where 20,000 followers rejected the doctrines of the
Lutheran church, embraced separatism from government institutions, advocated the priesthood of all
believers and practiced Christian communism, sharing all goods in common. Although not fully
egalitarian, Harmonists recognized women’s right to vote, divorce, control their bodies and share
property equally. Father Rapp and his adopted son Frederick also became strong advocates for
domestic manufacturing, protective tariffs and consumption of domestic versus imported goods.
Frederick joined Indiana’s Constitutional Convention of 1816, securing Article VII that allowed
conscientious objectors to pay a fine to avoid bearing arms, in line with the pacifist views of the
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Harmonists, and supporting strong statements against slavery, as the Harmonists had purchased the
freedom of a few slaves and included them as members. However, after a decade in Indiana, malarial
mosquitos, poor soil for vineyards, and distance from markets pushed the Harmonists to sell New
Harmony to Robert Owen and relocate to Economy, Pennsylvania (Pitzer and Elliott 1979).
Born in 1771, Robert Owen was an apprentice at the age of 10, gradually had substantial success
in business, and purchased his father-in-law David Dale’s spinning mills in New Lanark, Scotland, in 1800,
where he would serve as manager and principal partner for over 20 years, employing some 1,500
workers. Despite keeping wages low, Owen was considered a social innovator with a model factory due
primarily to his benefits: free medical services, space for gardens, food and clothing sold at cost in the
company store, encouragement for youth to attend school at a nominal fee, and support for improved
housing (Denehie 1923). By 1815, having reduced the workday from 13 to 12 hours in his own factory,
he was advocating in UK Parliament for shorter working hours and better labor standards (Carmony and
Elliott 1980). Eventually frustrated by the weight of history and custom in Europe, Owen set out to
purchase Harmony in late 1824, garnered substantial press coverage and held meetings in New York,
Philadelphia and Washington, DC, where he shared his critiques of private property, religion and
marriage and emphasized the role of environment and education in shaping his envisioned new moral
order. On 25 February 1825, he spoke before the US House of Representatives, welcomed by an
audience that included outgoing President James Monroe, President-elect John Quincy Adams, General
Andrew Jackson, Thomas Jefferson, and Supreme Court Justices (Carmony and Elliott 1980, 163-5). He
advocated a “system of liberty and equality,” arguing that our nature inclines us to “union and
cooperation,” both as morally superior and as economically beneficial (Owen 1992). With Owen issuing
broad invites to all aligned with his vision, several hundred people soon arrived at New Harmony. The
“Boatload of Knowledge” or Philanthropist riverboat docked several months into the experiment,
carrying Owen’s new partner and renowned educator and geologist William Maclure, then President of
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the Philadelphia Academy of Natural Sciences. Maclure argued that society was divided into a
governed, productive class versus an unproductive class which concentrated wealth and power based
on their exclusive control of knowledge. He was committed to making knowledge available as a source
of liberation and equality for women and men, black and white, through free public schools. Maclure
drew other scientists and educators who were also attracted by Owen’s vision of a New Moral World
founded on education, science, communal living and equality in the face of the emerging Industrial
Revolution and growing selfishness. His contemporary Charles Fourier’s writings were read and
discussed on the Boatload of Knowledge (Pitzer 1998). However, amid poor planning, questions over
property and the rigors of manual labor, New Harmony splintered and went into demise within a couple
years, yet it spurred numerous other communal experiments across the state. Maclure would stay in
New Harmony and establish the first Working Men’s Institute in 1838, a library and center of learning
committed to “the dissemination of useful knowledge to those who work with their hands;” 144 similar
Institutes eventually spread across Indiana, serving as the first community libraries in the state,
predating public libraries by more than 40 years. Robert Dale Owen, Robert Owen’s eldest son, would
serve in the Indiana General Assembly, the US Congress and as a delegate to the convention that drafted
the second Indiana Constitution of 1851, advocating successfully for free public education and the rights
of women (as coeditor of The Free Enquirer with Francis Wright from 1829-32), play a substantial role in
establishing the Smithsonian Institute, and actively support the President Lincoln’s Emancipation
Proclamation as a Democrat (Carmony and Elliott 1980; Pitzer 1998).
The original Harmonists also connected with Shaker communities present in Indiana, while
Charles Fourier, together with his US disciple Albert Brisbane, inspired several “phalanxes” or
“associations” across Indiana. The counties immediately to the east and west of Elkhart County were
home to associations or phalanxes. The LaGrange Phalanx (1843-1848) in LaGrange County, was
announced in the first edition of Brisbane’s The Phalanx on 5 October 1843, noting that “many of the
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most influential and worthy inhabitants…are deeply interested in the cause” (Noyes 1961:208,397). The
LaGrange Phalanx is discussed at some length in a work of historical fiction, The Salt and the Savor
(1950), by Howard Troyer, suggesting that it emerged from a community of free-thinkers, who upheld
science and reason over authority and tradition, leading most to espouse social, sexual and racial
equality (including the abolition of slavery) as well as inspiring this experiment in communal living
dedicated to building a new social order. The Philadelphia Industrial Association (1845-1847) existed in
nearby South Bend, St. Joseph County (Peckham 1978, 59).50 Kenneth Rexroth (1905-1982)—the
Indiana-born poet, essayist, scholar and translator, who was raised in Elkhart and South Bend and then
laid much of the groundwork for the Beat generation emerging from San Francisco—studied the history
of communalism. “Prior to 1918 the word ‘communism’ did not mean Left Social Democracy of the sort
represented by the Russian Bolsheviks, a radical, revolutionary form of State socialism,” explains
Rexroth. Defining the State as “the police force of the economic system,” he continues, “Quite the
contrary, [communism] was used by those who wished in one way or another to abolish the State, who
believed that socialism was not a matter of seizing power, but of doing away with power and returning
society to an organic community of non-coercive human relations” (Rexroth 1974, ix). Similarly, noted
historian Arthur Eugene Bestor, Jr., rejected a growing critique of “the small co-operative community” as
“backward- rather than forward-looking,” stressing, “The advocates of experimental communities did
not think they were stepping aside from the path of progress into an arcadian retreat. They presented
themselves in all earnestness as guides and pathfinders to the future” (Bestor 1950, 2-3). Bestor argued
for “communitarian socialism” as a fourth way—contrasting it to the liberal individualism, violent
revolution and gradual reform—that aimed at “a root-and-branch reform, and a peaceable,
nonrevolutionary accomplishment thereof,” trusting “the great world outside could be relied on to
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Frederick Karst. 24 March 2008. Attempt at harmony short-lived: South Bend's utopian community almost
succeeded. South Bend Tribune. At: http://articles.southbendtribune.com/2008-0324/news/26878359_1_communal-group-society-george-rapp. Last visited: 27 December 2017.
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imitate a successful experiment without coercion or conflict” (Bestor 1950, 4). These experiments in
cooperation resonated with another group of early Elkhart County residents.
The first Mennonites—Anabaptists together with the Amish, Hutterites and Brethren—arrived in
the US, fleeing persecution in the seventeenth century, with the first sustained settlement in
Germantown, Pennsylvania, in 1683. With Quakers, they would become the first community to formally
protest against the US system of slavery in 1688 (Dyck 1993, 196-7). While Anabaptists accepted
notions of individual salvation via adult conversation, their emphasis on discipleship involved attention
to corporate faith and the sharing of possessions within the community of believers in line with the early
biblical church. Mennonites and Amish began to settle in Elkhart and LaGrange Counties, by the 1840s.
Guided by John F. Funk, who founded Prairie Street Mennonite Church (1871), and fellow Mennonite
leaders, Elkhart would become a center of Mennonite publishing, provide assistance to some 18,000
Russian Anabaptist immigrants while welcoming some 6,000 migrants through Elkhart, revive teachings
on pacifism, establish Mennonite Mutual Aid and develop higher education, foremost via the Elkhart
Institute (1894) that became Goshen College (1904) and gave birth to the Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical
Seminary (Dyck 1993; Hershberger 1944).
Indiana was also central to the Grange, Greenback and other agrarian populist movements in
the late nineteenth century. Disillusioned with unbridled capitalism, these agrarian movements created
consumer cooperatives and advocated pro-small farmer policies, at points uniting across lines of race
and gender. Twenty minutes from the City of Elkhart, a small town still bears the name Granger. The
Patrons of Husbandry or Grange movement was founded in 1867, as an effort to preserve small farming
and rural community in the face of growing monopolies and railroad trusts, notably inviting women into
full membership, working to create buying and selling cooperatives, and rejecting the credit system
(Buck 1913). By 1 January 1875, Indiana had 2,000 Granges—with 667 Granges per every 100,000
agricultural workers—and often speaking in the language of morality, elected five senators and eight
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representatives to the state legislature as Independents (Buck 1913, 67 and 93-94). In Indiana, as well
as other states, the Grange gave birth to the Independent/Greenback Party and ultimately—partnering
with the Knights of Labor, Farmers’ Alliance and Farmers’ Mutual Benefit Association—to the Populist or
People’s Party, with Indiana’s first State Convention of the Party on 23 September 1890 (Stewart 1918).
The Populist Party’s national platform (1892) included land reform, public ownership of railroads and
utilities, an expansionary monetary policy (including loans to farmers and silver coinage), an income tax
to alleviate taxation on farm property, and stronger democratic practices, as well as incorporating urban
workers’ demands for the eight-hour day and restrictions on immigration. Although miners were first
organized by the Knights of Labor present in Indiana, the United Mine Workers, also formed in 1890,
would soon become the dominant labor organization in the state, with its national headquarters moved
to Indianapolis, in 1898 (Phillips 1968, 345). The Panic of 1893 and prolonged depression swelled the
Populist Party in Indiana, with strikes erupting across the state, perhaps most notably the 1894 Pullman
Boycott led by Eugene Debs, then founder and President of the American Railway Union. Populists were
clear about the conflict between “producers and parasites” or “farmers, workers, small business
owners” and “bankers, middlemen, and monopolists” but often more “pragmatic” than socialist in their
political demands (Tindall 1966, ix-xx). Despite the demise of the Populists after the presidential defeat
of William Jennings Bryant in 1896, others have noted that planks of their platform—"direct election of
United States senators…woman's suffrage and the inheritance and income tax”—were adopted by the
Progressives and secured over time (Stewart 1919, 73).
These movements, intertwined with growing labor struggles and the history of early
communitarian socialist experiments, provided fertile ground for the launch of the Socialist Party of
America in Indiana, at the beginning of the twentieth century, under the leadership of Eugene Debs, a
lifelong Hoosier (Cox 1916). Like many early socialist leaders, Debs had initially developed a structural if
communitarian and often Romantic critique of the liberal capitalist system via the works of Henry
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George, Laurence Gronlund's The Cooperative Commonwealth and Edward Bellamy's Looking
Backward—while supporting the People’s Party and women’s rights—but he was then introduced as a
federal prisoner to the works of Marx and Kautsky following the Pullman Boycott of 1894 (Salvatore
1982, 114-138; Postel 2007, 220-225; Constantine 1995, 5). In January 1897, Debs announced his full
commitment to socialism to fellow members of the American Railway Union, leading him initially to
organize for the Brotherhood of the Cooperative Commonwealth—with a scheme for establishing model
cooperative commonwealth communities in a sparsely populated Western State in order to secure a
majority able to adopt a socialist constitution, elect socialist leaders and serve as a model for other
states (Kipnis 1952, 50-61; Quint 1953, 280-318). As his critique evolved over the next few years, Debs
would then play a leading role in bringing together various strands of the Left in the Unity Convention at
the Indianapolis Masonic Hall in 1901, which would lead to the formation of the Socialist Party of
America (Kipnis 1952, 67-106). Debs came to embrace the necessity of class struggle, its inclusion of
women workers (leading struggles for women’s suffrage), and—unlike some Socialists—black and white
workers (refusing to speak to segregated audiences) and migrant workers (Salvatore 1982, 227-28; Debs
1970, 86-99, 169-72; Jones 2008, 212-3). Yet historians have also emphasized that Debs maintained a
distrusted centralized authority, while the Socialist Party of America established a Cooperative
Information Bureau to distribute literature and organize cooperative stores (Curl 2012).
If Debs was the well-loved figurehead and four-time presidential candidate of the Socialist Party
(who would also co-found the International Workers of the World or Wobblies with “Big Bill” Haywood
and Mother Jones in 1905), fellow Hoosier, Julius Augustus Wayland and his paper Appeal to Reason,
might deserve credit as the greatest popularizer and ultimately recruiter for the socialist cause.
Wayland’s conversion to socialism also occurred via reading Gronlund and Bellamy. Just before the
Panic of 1893, Wayland began publishing the Coming Nation in Indiana, as weekly primer on socialism
that denounced injustices across the country (Quint 1953, 175-193). With some 60,000 subscribers, he
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attempted to use the proceeds to found a socialist community in Ruskin, Tennessee. However, conflicts
in the community eventually led him to Girard, Kansas, where he created and edited Appeal to Reason in
1895 (Cox 1916:122-3). In 1901, when the Socialist Party of America was founded, the Appeal to Reason
had a total circulation of 172,178 (of which 161,528 were regular subscribers); Indiana represented
6,969 or 4.3 percent of these subscriptions.51
In 1912, arguably the height of the Socialist Party at the national level, Debs secured 897,000
votes or roughly six percent of the national vote against Woodrow Wilson, Theodore Roosevelt and
William Howard Taft (Shannon 1955, 5). In the same year, the Socialist Party “found itself with more
than one thousand of its members elected to political office in 337 towns and cities. These included 56
mayors, 305 aldermen and councilmen, 22 police officials, 155 school officials, and four poundkeepers”
(Kipnis 1952, 346).
Hoosiers, like Socialists in Ohio and Michigan, tended to be on the revolutionary or left wing of
the Socialist Party, aligned with Debs, “believe[ing] firmly in industrial unionism in the economic field
and militant Socialist agitation in the political field” (Shannon1955, 16-17). Throughout its history, the
Socialist Party had a substantial working-class base in Indiana and Elkhart, with 40 percent of union
members endorsing Socialist principles by 1911, according to a report by the party (Cox 1916, 119).
Anyone “18 years, without question as to color, sex, creed” was able to become a dues-paying member
of the Socialist Party by affirming: “I, the undersigned, recogniz[e] the class struggle between the
capitalist class and the working class, and the necessity of the working class constituting itself into a
political party…” (Cox 1916, 107). In 1912, 856 residents voted for Eugene Debs in Elkhart County,
representing 7.5 percent of the popular vote (Cox 1916, 116) and at its height in 1917, in the midst of
World War I, the Local Elkhart’s candidates—75 percent of whom were workers, with heavily unionized
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railroad and brass instrument sectors—secured 22.5 percent of the popular vote and won two Elkhart
City Council seats, while the Local Goshen secured 11.3 percent of votes (Weinstein 1967, 176).
Yet in 1918, Debs was imprisoned on sedition charges for opposing the military draft in World
War I, amid massive repression of the Left—deportations, extended imprisonment of leaders, violence
and a virtual media blackout—from which Indiana arguably never fully recovered. Upon being
convicted, Debs stated:
Your Honor, years ago I recognized my kinship with all living beings, and I made up my mind that
I was not one bit better than the meanest on earth. I said then, and I say now, that while there is
a lower class, I am in it, and while there is a criminal element I am of it, and while there is a soul
in prison, I am not free.[…] I am simply opposing a social order in which it is possible for one
man who does absolutely nothing that is useful to amass a fortune of hundreds of millions of
dollars, while millions of men and women who work all the days of their lives secure barely
enough for a existence. […]There are multiplied thousands of others who, like myself, have
come to realize that before we may truly enjoy the blessings of civilized life, we must reorganize
society upon a mutual and cooperative basis; and to this end we have organized a great
economic and political movement that spreads over the face of all the earth. There are today
upwards of sixty million Socialists, loyal, devoted, adherents to this cause, regardless of
nationality, race, creed, color or sex. They are all making common cause (Debs 2006, 308).
Debs, who represented the leftwing/revolutionary faction of the Socialist Party of America and
embraced the Russian Revolution, also witnessed a substantial split in the Socialist Party from prison in
1919, which led ultimately to the creation of the Communist Party USA and a much-weakened Socialist
Party (Weinstein 1967).
In the wake of World War, amid the widespread repression of the Left, the resurgence of liberal
capitalism and white Protestant nationalism dominated Indiana for several years with ongoing
repercussions. During its 1919 session, the Indiana General Assembly passed a state sedition law
criminalizing advocacy of the overthrow of the US or Indiana government. With the newly formed
American Legion—initially founded by officers the American Expeditionary Forces in France, chartered
by Congress in 1919, and with national and state headquarters in Indianapolis—leading the charge, antiradical campaigns emerged in 1919 and flourished for several years with favorable media coverage and
the participation of many civic leaders. By 1920, 28,000 Hoosier veterans were members of 300 posts
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across the state (Madison 1982, 17,38-9). Other scholars have documented the substantial role of the
American Legion across the country, “intended to put down dissenters and to maintain the established
political order,” at points violently repressing Left dissent (Susser 1982, 1999).
At the national level, the groundwork for the revival of the Ku Klux Klan was arguably laid in the
years prior to WWI, with Progressive Republicans and eventually the Progressive Party embracing white
supremacist imperialism, even while taking up reform policies desired by many workers and small
farmers. President Wilson embraced segregation and fueled the nationalist frenzy of World War I,
infamously welcoming a private screening for himself, his family and Cabinet of the highest grossing film
of its era and ultimately a recruiting tool for the second Klan, namely D.W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation.
The film was based on the 1905 novel and play by Wilson’s friend and Southern Baptist Minister,
Thomas Dixon, Jr., depicting the original Ku Klux Klan in chivalrous terms, rescuing white women from
allegedly predatory black men who had come to dominate the Reconstruction-era South (Ambrosius
2017, 63-93). In many urban areas, black populations grew during WWI, with black workers from the
South filling labor shortages during the war. Perhaps more significant, commodity prices plummeted in
1921, hitting heavily indebted farms, which had often taken advantage of the Federal Farm Loan Act of
1916. Farm property values fell from average price per acre of $125 to $51 over the next decade, with
many being forced off of their land (Federal Writers Project 1941, 83). This was the context in the early
1920s, when Indiana would lead the revival of the Ku Klux Klan. By 1925, 25.9 percent of native-born
white male residents were members in Elkhart, complemented by a strong female membership (Moore
1991, 48; Blee 1991).52 The Klan espoused an illiberal, romantic “complex creed of racism, nativism,
Americanism; the defense of traditional moral and family values; and support for Prohibition”—
celebrated in Klan picnics and parades—“at a time when organizations like the Rotary club, Chambers of
Commerce, and the Indiana Farm Bureau had emerged to advocate a definition of community based
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almost exclusively on the idea of business success” (Moore 1991, 3,191). Particularly concerned that
Southern and Eastern Europeans were bringing Bolshevik, anarchist and other radical ideologies, they
held strong anti-immigrant positions (Madison 2014: 245-247). Indiana’s leading scholar of black history
suggested that white Protestant ministers foremost embraced the Klan due to its “strong support of
Prohibition and its opposition to Catholicism” and noted that certain klaverns were explicitly organized
for “fighting anarchist and creating an extra-legal police force to assist in breaking up ‘red’ meetings,”
while nonetheless acknowledging their belief in “white supremacy and separation of the races”
(Thornbrough 2000, 49). While its impacts would fester for decades, the Klan went into demise before
the end of the 1920s, amid the corruption and crime associated with key leaders. Notably, the Klan
spurred black communities to organize for their rights, foremost by creating NAACP chapters across
Indiana, and by leaving the Republican party and giving their vote to the Democratic party from 1924
(Ibid.).
Coming from a family of abolitionists and suffragists, Ken Rexroth reflected on the Elkhart of his
birth in 1905, compared to the years following World War I, suggesting:
The towns in northern Indiana lying along the Michigan border had been the last stops on the
Underground Railway. They had a good many Negro freedmen living in them. Elkhart became
one of the centers of the Ku Klux Klan only some fifteen years after that, but in my days there if
you called a man a nigger in the street a white man would very likely walk up to you and knock
you down. People today have no idea how living a thing the Abolitionist spirit was as late as
1914. We can no longer gauge the destruction of native American radicalism and liberalism in
the First World War. In those days people like my family were still animated by the spirit of a
won revolution (Rexroth 1978, 27).
Reflecting on the community spirit in Indiana, before World War I, the leading “progressive school”
historian and descendant of Indiana Quakers, Charles Beard, wrote a 1939 piece for the New Republic
that challenged the notion of frontier individualism. Entitled “The Frontier in American History,” the
piece included Beard reflecting on his own childhood in Indiana:
My early memories are filled with the stories of log-cabin days-of community helpfulness, of
cooperation in building houses and barns, in harvesting crops, in building schools, in
constructing roads and bridges, in nursing the sick, in caring for widows, orphans and the aged.
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Of individuals I heard much, of individualism little. I doubt whether anywhere in the United
States there was more community spirit, more mutual aid in all times of need, so little
expectation of material reward for services rendered to neighbors (Philips 1959, 1).
As the Great Depression led to growing desperation in Elkhart, in 1931, a Commissary was
created by community leaders, coordinating extensive cooperative community gardening and canning
led by recipients (canning 18,000 jars of tomatoes in one year) and redistributing food donations to feed
some 1,100 families, notably with the participation of Communists (Bowdoin 1966). A statewide backto-the-land movement also developed, with particular strength in southern Indiana. Many farms had
simply been abandoned in the 1920s, as small farming became less tenable and urban/manufacturing
centers offered improved livelihoods. Some families returned to unused land, squatting abandoned
farms, and attempted to homestead, often with a few animals and a large garden. Federally encouraged
Victory Gardens, producing as much as 40 percent of the vegetables consumed in the US during WWII,
also attest to the skill and comfort that many urban residents still had with working the soil, canning,
etc. (Madison 1982, 167-168). In addition, building on a long tradition of rural movements including the
Grange, Indiana entered the Depression with hundreds of small agricultural cooperatives collectively
marketing produce and purchasing farm equipment and supplies. By 1941, this number shrunk to 197,
but their dollar volume had more than tripled, handling 20 percent of all agricultural produce (Madison
1982, 173-5). At a national level, Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin would form the Catholic Worker
newspaper in 1933, soon spurring a movement of Catholic Worker houses standing for social justice
while creating alternatives—including communal farms—for the unemployed and dispossessed (Day
1952). The South Bend Catholic Workers was formed in 1941. Notre Dame University had refused to let
Maurin speak on campus in the 1930s, but agreed to let Day speak in 1941, while still blocking any
publicity (Weaver 1995, 220). These experiments and some of the thinkers that inspired them would
have a second life in the late 1960s and early 1970s, as radical movements were again repressed, and
disillusionment led many to “drop out” of society. In Elkhart, Mennonite students from Goshen College
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and the Seminary formed an intentional community in 1970, named Fellowship of Hope, drawing on
Hutterite and Bruderhof traditions and connecting to other intentional Christian communities, including
Koinonia Farm, an integrated community in Georgia. Fellowship of Hope had some 200 members at its
height, sharing a common purse, collectively owning homes and a construction and woodworking
business.53 In turn, some of the former members of this community would inspire and support the
communal living experiments, urban gardens and cooperative farm that reemerged in the wake of the
economic crisis in Elkhart.
Paul V. McNutt was elected Governor of Indiana in 1932, as a progressive Democrat, along with
an overwhelming Democratic majority. Powers Hapgood also ran for Governor as part of the Socialist
Party of America in 1932. He was a Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) organizer and Harvard
graduate, who met his wife Mary Donovan via their collective advocacy for Sacco and Vanzetti (Bussel
1999). In his collection of essays A Man Without a Country, Kurt Vonnegut shares a conversation that he
had with Hapgood, then a CIO official who had been called to testify following an incident during a
picket line. Flagging the significance of religion and community solidarity, Vonnegut recalls, “…and the
judge stops everything and asks him, ‘Mr. Hapgood, here you are, you’re a graduate of Harvard. Why
would anyone with your advantages choose to live as you have?’ Hapgood answered the judge: ‘Why,
because of the Sermon on the Mount, sir’” (2005, 14). Mary Donovan would co-founded both the
Indiana Civil Liberties Union and the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom after
Powers’ death (Colburn 1994:658). Vonnegut suggests that the first time he voted in a national election
was for the Socialist presidential ticket of Norman Thomas and Mary Donovan Hapgood, noting: “I
believed that socialism would be good for the common man. As a private first class in the infantry, I was
surely a common man” (2005, 4).
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Governor McNutt confronted the Great Depression by expanding and centralizing relief in a new
Indiana Department of Public Welfare, which quickly adopted federal New Deal Programs, including the
Works Progress Administration and Civilian Conservation Corps that provided employment for tens of
thousands of Hoosiers. Recruited by President Roosevelt, McNutt would become the head of the
Federal Security Agency in 1939, managing multiple New Deal Programs, and then chair the War
Manpower Commission in 1942. Post-World War II prosperity was built on massive government
spending during the war, the GI Bill, and other social and infrastructure programs and reinforced by the
US having roughly two-thirds of the world’s productive capacity. This prosperity generated some level
of renewed faith in robust, progressive liberalism. Despite initial waves of bankruptcies and layoffs at
the beginning of the Great Depression, many Elkhart manufacturers survived and ultimately benefited
from consolidations. By 1941, Conn was the largest instrument manufacturer in the country, employing
over 900 craftspeople and producing 5,000 instruments every month (WPA 1941, 289-90). Miles had
150 employees by 1929, but their new 1931 product Alka Seltzer, marketed via radio ads, led to a
tripling of its workforce to 456 employees by 1935, eventually joining the Fortune 500 list of the largest
US corporations in 1959 (Bowdoin 1966). Workers of the Writers’ Program of the Work Projects
Administration in the State of Indiana noted: “Twenty-seven types of industry are represented by
[Elkhart’s] 74 factories, which employed 5,550 persons in 1937, according to the U.S. Census of
Manufactures for that year. Ten musical instrument factories produce 70 per cent of the wind and
percussion instruments made in the United States” (Works Projects Administration 1941, 289-290). The
growth of the recreational vehicle (RV) industry in this period was even more substantial, rapidly
concentrating in north-central Indiana, where there was already a strong base of car and historic buggy
manufacturers (Hesselbart 2017:18-35). The United Mine Workers (UMW), Teamsters Union,
Carpenters Union and several other unions had their headquarters in Indianapolis. The confrontational
Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) would split from American Federation of Labor in 1938, under
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the leadership of John L. Lewis, President of the UMW (1920-1960), which was central to the election of
President Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1936. The CIO was also among the few unions to reject noncommunist oaths required under the Taft-Hartley Act of 1947 (Sells 1966). Elkhart, in particular, had
strong affiliates of the CIO, insisting on the inclusion of black workers and moving beyond craft
unionism, as the diverse ethnicities of the white working class increasingly faded. In 1942, during World
War II, the Elkhart County CIO passed resolutions calling on defense manufacturers to hire black workers
(Thornbrough 2000, 110). In 1950, building on their successful campaign to integrate Elkhart’s
elementary schools, the CIO again worked in close partnership with the NAACP to urge the Elkhart City
Council to pass a Fair Employment Practices Commission ordinance. After two public hearings wellattended by black workers, the Elkhart City Council passed an initial resolution calling on employers and
labor unions to help increase employment opportunities for black residents (Thornbrough 2000, 130). In
1964, 40.9 percent of Indiana’s workers were union members, before falling sharply to 25.4 percent
over the next 20 years.54 Three-time Democratic Senator Vance Hartke, first elected in 1958, would be a
key a supporter of the Civil Rights Act of 1964; an advocate for Medicaid, Medicare, student loans, and
the Head Start Program; and one of the first to oppose the Vietnam War (Saxon 2003). In 1963, Indiana
elected Birch Bayh as a second progressive Democrat to US Senate; Bayh would draft Title IX legislation
barring sex discrimination in schools and their athletic programs, co-author the 26th Amendment giving
18-year-old citizens the right to vote during the Vietnam War, and serve chief Senate sponsor of the
Equal Rights Amendment barring discrimination on the basis of sex.55
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NAACP chapters in Elkhart, Gary and beyond provided national leadership to the civil rights
movement. As one example of the community leaders that shaped Elkahrt, Edith Pasley (1921-2006)
was referenced frequently by the next generation of Left leaders. Migrating like many black residents
from the South, she arrived in 1935 from Tennessee, the daughter of a minister and the granddaughter
of a slave. Pasley became a Sunday school teacher at Canaan Baptist Church at age 16, played in the
American Negro Girls Softball League for South Bend’s Wilsonettes, and joined the Elkhart NAACP
Chapter at age 19, meeting W.E.B. DuBois at the 1958 NAACP National Convention in Detroit,
participating in the Dr. King’s March on Washington in 1963, and serving as its first woman president in
the 1970s. Frequently referencing her faith commitments, she advocated for community centers and
programs, led actions and lawsuits against corporate discrimination, and trained a next generation of
community leaders.56 Beyond the NAACP, Elkhart was also part of emerging efforts across the country
from the late 1960s to connect issues of civil rights with wider struggles for human rights, including
economic and social rights. Launched in 1967, the National Welfare Rights Organization (NWRO) began
to redefine welfare as a right instead of a privilege and organize to increase benefits and participation;
by 1971, there were 900 local WROs across all 50 states, aiming to improve public assistance and secure
a federally guaranteed income (Abramovitz 2000, 131-3). At the 2010 US Social Forum in Detroit,
leaders from Elkhart would briefly meet and later be welcomed back by Marian Kramer, head of the
Michigan Welfare Rights Union, leader of right to water struggles in Detroit, and a veteran of the NWRO
and League of Revolutionary Black Workers. In March 1974, building on strands of previous organizing,
the Elkhart Welfare Rights Organization was formed. The July 1974 newsletter of the Elkhart Welfare
Rights Organization, in archives held by Church Community Services in Elkhart, explains:
The Welfare Rights Organization is a union for poor people, made up of welfare recipients,
trustee recipients and low income families of all races, creeds and religions. The goals of the
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WRO are dignity, justice and an adequate income income for all people. Our symbol, the link,
represents the chain of poor people linked together in the common struggle for the right to live.
If you want to know your rights and get your rights, join Welfare Rights.
The 1974 Board was multi-racial and headed by a black woman; over the next couple years, EWRO
would lead multiple advocacy efforts and lawsuits (People’s History of Elkhart 2016, 16). 57
However, the Left—in Elkhart or Indiana—never seemingly recovered its pre-WWI strength.
After World War II, Indiana Republicans regained power amid a fractured Democratic Party, and
opposition to federal control and taxes—embodied in New Deal programs—became pronounced in
Indiana politics. Reasserting community-based self-reliance (and state’s rights) against centralized
federal government authority, Republicans passed Indiana House Concurrent Resolution Number 2 in
1947: “[W]e propose henceforward to tax ourselves and take care of ourselves. We are fed up with
subsidies, doles, and paternalism. We are no one’s step child….[W]e respectfully petition and urge
Indiana’s Congressmen and Senators to vote to fetch our county court house and city halls back from
Pennsylvania Avenue” (Madison 2014, 308,309). In 1960, following Republican attacks on labor and
social security, a Democrat would win the governor’s race, notably declaring, “Your Indiana government
must set the moral tone with bold, imaginative action” (Thornbrough 2000:168). In the same period,
riding the wave of McCarthyism, Indiana would become the birthplace of the anti-communist John Birch
Society (JBS) in 1958. Robert H.W. Welch, a former Indiana candy manufacturer and long-serving board
member of the National Association of Manufacturers, called together eleven influential colleagues—
including Fred Koch, founder of Koch Industries, and Clarence Manion, former Notre Dame University
Law School Dean and conservative radio host —to take up the mantle of Senator Joseph McCarthy
against Communist infiltrators (Berlet and Lyons 2000, 179-182).58 From the late 1930s until the 1970s,
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the House Un-American Activities Committee investigated alleged Communists and other potentially
subversive radicals, even as Senator Joseph McCarthy (Republican, Wisconsin) amped up antiCommunist fears with his accusations of Communists in the US State Department, despite his
accusations being found baseless by the Tydings Committee under the US Senate Committee on Foreign
Relations in 1950 (Griffith 1970, 100). Quickly claiming organized chapters in all 50 states as perhaps the
leading civil society organization on the Right throughout the 1960s, JBS remains committed to its
mission: “To bring about less government, more responsibility, and—with God's help—a better world by
providing leadership, education, and organized volunteer action in accordance with moral and
constitutional principles.”59 Following the defeat of Barry Goldwater in his presidential race against
Lyndon Baines Johnson, Goshen conservatives decided to form a JBS chapter in December 1964, with an
Elkhart chapter formed by nine members in Spring 1965. In 1965, the groups also set up their first JBS
American Opinion Bookstore, which was in its fourth location (and profitable) by 1975.60 Remnants of
JBS were active in the Elkhart Tea Party movement. The 1970s also marked the rise of the Moral
Majority, Heritage Foundation, Eagle Forum, Christian Coalition, and Focus on the Family. Many Tea
Party leaders gained their first political experience challenging abortion and taking up other Christian
Right moral issues at the state level.
Despite the Civil Rights Movement and other social struggles at the national and local level,
minority and poor communities often faced ongoing marginalization. Urban renewal would disrupt and
displace the center of the historic black community of South Central Elkhart from the 1960s into the
1970s.61 Despite strong community resistance, supported by the Urban League, black churches and
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others,62 dozens of homes were demolished from 1969—some in disrepair but many supposedly quality
homes cared for by black owners—together with “Cozy Corners,” which had served as the black
business district centered on the Cozy Corners Café, as well as other stores, bars and social clubs.63 This
occurred amid economic recession in the wake of growing global competition and the oil embargo of
1973, which was particularly devastating for the RV industry. In January 1974, in Elkhart, unemployment
shot up to 10 percent from less than one percent throughout 1972. This was the context in which
laissez faire liberalism reemerged. Nobel Prize-winner Milton Friedman’s brand of “neoliberalism” was
popularized via a widely watched ten-part public television series and bestselling book, Free to Choose,
and violently piloted in Pinochet’s Chile. Harvey suggests that this new or renewed version of liberalism
was ultimately a project for “the restoration of class power,” weakening labor and reorienting
government policies as capitalist profits slowed (Harvey 2005, 2-3). For workers, wages stagnated, and
poverty and inequality grew amid social welfare cuts. With the collapse of the USSR, in 1989, the US
became the unrivalled global superpower promoting “democracy,” promising cheap consumer goods
and imposing capitalism, deregulation and privatization. In the US, increased consumption was fueled
by growing debt (Williams 2004), while deindustrialization and neoliberal restructuring decimated many
towns and ultimately organized labor (Susser 1982, Bluestone and Harrison 1982, Pappas 1989, Nash
1989, Fitchen 1991, Doukas 2003). Following the brutal repression of grassroots movements in the late
1960s and early 1970s, increased policing and other forms of repression quelled much potential dissent
(Mullings 2003, Davis 1998), as neoliberal ideology worked to elevate “citizens” whose value is tied to
productivity, responsibility, and volunteerism (Hyatt 2001, Goode and Maskovsky 2001, Cattelino 2004)
with the poor increasingly forced to rely on private charity for survival (Poppendiek 1998). Yet in
Elkhart, poor, disproportionately black and increasingly migrant communities were—often of
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necessity—also the source of alternatives to the liberal capitalist model, relying on mutual aid, creating
networks of support, articulating moralities that elevated one’s contribution to the wider community
and often drawing on deeply held faith traditions.

Political engagement driven by religious or moral commitments
In the new state of Indiana, faith traditions soon drove and were upended by the Abolition
movement. Anabaptists were generally opposed to slavery, as evidenced by their 1688 Germantown
Petition against Slavery (authored with the Quakers), yet their strict separation from worldly affairs and
government tended to limit their impact on the wider society. A more significant force on public debate
was Charles Finney (1792-1875) and the evangelical revivals of the so-called Second Great Awakening.
In addition to advocating Christian perfectionism, Finney and other revivalists became committed
Abolitionists denouncing slavery, as well as advocates for (at least aspects of) women’s equality, based
on their religious understandings. Having led revivals for a decade from 1825, Finney became a
professor (1835) and then college president (1851-1866) at Oberlin College, in Ohio, the first US college
to welcome women and black students as well as white men, while playing significant roles in the
Underground Railroad and the universal education movement (Hambrick-Stowe 1996). However, from
the early 1830s, the movement for immediate abolition of slavery splintered Presbyterians, Baptists and
Methodists, as well as the Quakers. Particularly in Indiana and much of the Midwest, Quakers or the
Religious Society of Friends had long held antislavery positions and were central to the Abolitionists’
Underground Railroad. in 1833, the American Anti-Slavery Society was founded, decrying slaveholding
as a sin and demanding immediate emancipation, with roughly a third of its founding members being
Quakers. These Quakers included Arnold Buffum, who was sent as an agent to organize affiliates across
Indiana, in 1839. While several of these founders were “disowned” for their aggressive stands on the
East Coast, including Buffum, Indiana Quakers were well-known for their advocacy to keep slavery out of
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the state and their vocal protests against racist Black Laws in 1831 (which forced any black person who
entered the state to post bond of $500 to guarantee good behavior and ensure that they did not
become a public charge, modeled on similar laws in Ohio and Illinois), denouncing the sin and “horrors”
of slavery. Yet as American Anti-Slavery Societies sprung up in multiple counties largely due to Buffum’s
organizing, some Quaker leaders condemned membership in antislavery societies in 1840, and advised
that meetinghouses should be closed to antislavery meetings in 1841, warning against quick alliance
with immoral non-Friends and the risk of damaging their peace witness given the frequent mob attacks
on Abolitionist gatherings. In response, Abolitionist Friends separated from the Indiana Yearly Meeting,
drawing some 2,000 fellow members or a tenth of the membership, and formed a Yearly Meeting of
Anti-Slavery Friends committed to a vocal witness against slavery (Hamm, et al. 1991). Despite these
significant issues, small groups of Quakers spread north into Elkhart County, along “the Goshen Road,”
helping to move runaway slaves to Michigan and onto Canada (Quinn 2001). Elkhart County had at least
six Underground Railroad stations (Bartholomew 1930, 273-6).64
In 1851, the Democratic-dominated General Assembly adopted the Indiana Constitution, with a
clause banning further black immigration into the state. The Indiana Quakers reacted strongly against
the proposed ban, with the Indiana Yearly Meeting sending a formal letter to the state constitutional
convention, “invoking the Declaration of Independence to argue for legal equality,” and securing a
provision for a popular vote on this clause. Sadly, a majority of the state voted for the ban, with Elkhart
as one of only four out of 92 counties to oppose the ban (Hamm, et al. 2004, 10-11). Despite the
precarious situation for black residents, their numbers grew across the state from 1,420 in 1820, to
11,428 in 1860, remaining roughly one percent of the population (Thornbrough 1993, 44-5).
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Of note, Indiana actively supported the Union Army during the Civil War and advanced
progressive policies during Reconstruction; among several key figures, Schulyer Colfax would serve as
the US Congressperson (1855-1869) representing South Bend (15 miles to the east of Elkhart), Speaker
of the US House of Representatives (1863-1869) guiding passage of the Thirteenth Amendment
abolishing slavery in 1865 (in part by refusing to seat representatives from former Confederate States),
and as President Ulysses Grant’s Vice President for his first term (Bartlow Martin 1947). After the Civil
War, the black population of Indiana—many of whom had fought or lost relatives in the war—quickly
organized and called for recognition of their rights, via churches, Emancipation Day celebrations, and
statewide meetings, gradually securing legal reforms. In October 1865, the first postwar convention
gathered 200 black delegates from 30 counties, who appealed to the state legislature for political rights
and educational benefits, with a resolution noting “the noble part our people have taken in the
suppression of the late rebellion” and claiming “equal rights with other men before the laws”
(Thornbrough 1993:231-3).
During this same period and stretching into these northern counties, the anti-Catholic KnowNothing Order had a strong foothold in Indiana. Debates over the naturalization of immigrants date to
the beginning of the US, with anti-Catholic sentiment intensifying as the Great Famine in Ireland, 18451852. In 1853, the secret Know Nothing Order was publicly reported and often strongly denounced in
Indiana newspapers; South Bend became a center for Irish Catholics, while Elkhart later welcomed a
substantial Italian Catholic population. However, an alleged 30,000 Hoosiers were associated with Know
Nothing “wigwams” by 1854, and Rev. Samuel P. Crawford, of Indianapolis, was elected as chaplain of
the Grand Council by a national convention. The Know Nothings would be repeatedly denounced by
men like George Washington Julian, Abolitionist, founder of the anti-slavery Free Soil Party and then
Radical Republican, advocate for land reform and against land grants to railroads, and twice US
Congressperson from Indiana (Brand 1922). Yet anti-Catholic sentiments would linger in some
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Protestant congregations, the revival of the Ku Klux Klan in Indiana in the 1920s, fears round the
Kennedys, and in striking parallels between the Know Nothings and then primary candidate Donald
Trump, as outlined by The New Yorker and The New Republic in 2015.65
In Indiana and across most of the country, both the Left and Right confronted communities
whose common sense was deeply informed by Christianity and a strong, related sense of morality. One
approach was frequently to “reclaim” a more authentic version Christianity—whether via communal
experiments committed to following the example of the early Church in Acts, the revivals of the Second
Great Awakening, or the social gospel, briefly discussed below. This approach would arguably be central
to the Civil Rights Movement, including King’s call for a Poor People’s Campaign, and in many of the
struggles that emerged in Elkhart over the period of my research. Another, often related approach—
adopted by Debs and later by Kurt Vonnegut—was to celebrate Jesus as the “Revolutionary Carpenter,”
the anti-imperialist peasant leader on the side of the poor (regardless of one’s belief or lack thereof in
Jesus’ divinity), even while being deeply critical of organized religion and most churches.
A new (or renewed) critique of institutional Christianity and the rediscovery of Jesus’ social
teachings were driven by the brutality of post-Civil War capitalism and the silence of most churches
amid the deepening exploitation and widespread suffering of the “gilded age” of unfettered greed,
speculation and political corruption. Initially, this led some, like Congregationalist Minister Washington
Gladden, who served for 35 years in Columbus, Ohio, to focus on applying Christian ethics to social
problems. In 1879, Henry George’s Progress and Poverty forcefully denounced the growing
concentration of wealth and widespread impoverishment, as well as religion that “allies itself with
injustice” as one who was himself deeply religious. His ideas were an early influence on Christian
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Socialists like George D. Herron, as well as perhaps the best-known advocate of the social gospel, Walter
Rauschenbusch (Hopkins 1940, 55-61). Herron was arguably the most important advocate of Christian
Socialism and a radical promoter of the Social Gospel. He was born into poverty and had a deeply
religious childhood, educated by his Scottish parents in Montezuma, Indiana. In 1890, he came to
national attention when he delivered his sermon “The Message of Jesus to Men of Wealth” at the
Congregational Club of Minneapolis, which was widely reprinted, and then accepted a call to the First
Congregational Church of Burlington, Iowa, in 1891. Workers began to attend his sermons on themes of
labor and capital and the need to reconstruct society in line with the principles of Jesus. At the church,
he also met Carrie A. Rand, who would endow a chair in Applied Christianity at Iowa College (later
Grinnell) for Herron in 1893. From 1892-99, Herron had been a quiet supporter of DeLeon’s Socialist
Labor Party, and then he became a public supporter of the Social Democratic Party in 1900, offering one
of the nominating speeches for Eugene Deb’s first presidential bid on 29 September, in Chicago. His
speech attempted to weave together the teachings of Jesus with the analysis of Marx, even while he
worked to demonstrate the compatibility of socialism with the liberal democratic traditions of the US.
In early 1901, Herron would reaffirm the deep connection between the teachings of Jesus and socialism
in a series of twelve sermons in Chicago, entitled “The Economics of the Kingdom of Heaven” (Hopkins
1940, 184-200). Helping to reconcile various socialist factions, Herron was a co-founder of the Socialist
Party of America and later the Rand School for Social Research (Kipnis 1952, 153-9, 257-9).
Similar to Debs’ path before co-founding the Socialist Party of America and tapping into the
longer history of communal experiments outlined above, the impulse of several leading Christian
socialists was to form a “Christian Commonwealth Colony.” Beginning in 1895, in the weekly paper The
Kingdom, associated with Herron, carried a series of articles and letters promoting the Colony in
Georgia. By November 1896, over 300 persons were in the process of colonizing one thousand acres—
citing Jesus, St. Francis, Marx, Tolstoy’s doctrine of non-resistance and Herron’s writings of social
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salvation through sacrifice—and committed to following the teachings of Jesus in all matters, including
sharing all property in common and treating all with equality, regardless of previous social position.
Their example was meant to concretely demonstrate the ethic of Jesus amidst the competition and
corruption of capitalism. A typhoid epidemic, a difficult winter, and cases of slander—which
nonresistance struggled to address—led the group to disband in spring 1900, despite being financially
solvent. Notably, the Georgia Christian Commonwealth Colony coined or at least popularized the term
“social gospel” via its monthly, nationally-circulated The Social Gospel, a magazine of obedience to the
law of love (Hopkins 1940, 195-6).
In turn, Walter Rauschenbusch came to national attention via his Christianity and Social Crisis,
published in 1907. Shaped by a decade of ministering to the poor and unemployed but lacking the
political rhetoric of Herron and never officially affiliating with the Socialist Party, he wrote about the
immanence of God in the world and the always unfolding Kingdom of God. Rauschenbusch elevated the
home, church, school and democratized state as bulwarks against the exploitation, greed, monopoly and
corruption of capitalist businesses. He projected a vision for a Christian economic order based on
cooperation, collective property rights, industrial democracy, equality and social justice (Hopkins 1940,
215-232). The social gospel reverberated through Elkhart County, particularly at the Elkhart Institute,
founded in 1894 and then reconstituted as Goshen College in 1904. Noah E. Byers, a new graduate of
Northwestern University with a progressive Mennonite vision, was hired as “principal” in 1898. In his
inaugural address as the new President of Goshen College, Byers delivered a speech entitled “Culture of
Service,” which would become the school’s enduring motto, informed by the social gospel (Schlabach
1997).
Debs actively engaged with leaders of the social gospel movement, yet he was an agnostic
raised in a household that was not religious but in a community that was deeply Christian. In 1894, Debs
reflected: “The great lesson of the Pullman strike is found in the fact that it arouses widespread
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sympathy…The crime of the American Railway Union was the practical exhibition of sympathy for the
Pullman employees. Humanity and Christianity, undebauched and unperverted, are forever pleading for
sympathy for the poor and the oppressed” (Salvatore 1982, 137). Debs’ official biographer recounts
receiving a print of Jesus that Debs had kept in his prison cell in Woodstock and then in the prison
hospital at Atlanta, suggesting that Debs frequently “talk[ed] at lengths about the many sides of the
Carpenter.” He also liked the story of Jesus confronting the “snobs” who were “horrified” that Jesus
would speak with the sex worker Mary Magdalene, yet “they slunk away to their holes like rats” at
Jesus’ response: “Let him among you who is without sin cast the first stone!” Debs could talk about the
“warm human love” of Jesus, but he was more frequently clear about the politics of Jesus, suggesting:
He was not always meek and lowly, but a full-blooded, vibrant Jewish agitator, who could hate
injustice and rebuke those who oppressed the poor and exploited and robbed them. Consider
the episode in the temple in Jerusalem…No meek and lowly ever-suffering Jesus could have
gone in there with a whip and lashed the money changers, dashed their silver to the ground,
released their oxen and admonished the poor for obeying their masters (Karsner 1922, 62-3).
Yet Debs respect for Jesus as a fellow radical was often matched by his harsh criticism for the church and
many of its most popular spokespersons. He loathed Billy Sunday, who was supported by industrialists,
mine owners and railroad companies and quick to attack radicals and particularly Socialists and
Communists, including Debs (Karsner 1922, 54-57). Throughout his political career, recognizing the
Christian upbringings and understandings of many socialists and potential socialists, Debs wrote articles
condemning “Christless capitalists” and referencing the moral example of Jesus (Debs 1892). In “Jesus,
the Supreme Leader” (originally published in 1914), Debs emphasized Jesus’ proletarian character born
to poor parents and his revolutionary stands as the leader of a “working class movement,” whose gospel
advocated “pure communism,” writing:
To me Jesus Christ is as real, as palpitant and persuasive as a historic character as John Brown,
Abraham Lincoln, or Karl Marx. He has persisted in spite of two thousand years of theological
emasculation to destroy his revolutionary personality, and is today the greatest moral force in
the world. The vain attempt persisted in through twenty centuries of ruling class interpolation,
interpretation, and falsification to make Jesus appear the divinely commissioned conservator of
the peace and soother of the oppressed, instead of the master proletarian revolutionist and
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sower of the social whirlwind[…]The economic basis of his doctrine of brotherhood and love is
clearly demonstrated in the fact that under his leadership and teaching all his disciples “sold
their possessions and goods, and parted them to all men, as every man had need,” and that they
“had all things in common” (Debs 1916, 23-25).
On Christmas Day 1921, in poor health, Debs was release from federal prison and greeted by the cheers
of 30,000 workers in Terre Haute. However, the repression associated with World War I was continuing
to reverberate throughout the country.
Elkhart remained a vital center of Mennonite life and debate, amid the Modernist/Liberal versus
Fundamentalist debates raging across US Protestantism in the wake of World War I. Conservative
Fundamentalist arguments were tied to the Third Great Awakening led by D.L. Moody at the end of the
nineteenth century, but they found renewed energy in the social and political climate immediately
following the World War. In 1921, the Mennonite General Conference adopted a statement on
“Christian Fundamentals” that had been drafted by the Committee on the Investigation of Liberalism in
the Mennonite Church initiated by the Virginia Conference in 1918. In 1923-24, Goshen College was
closed following charges of liberalism and teaching modernism against faculty and students by various
church leaders and state conferences. In 1924, when Goshen College was re-opened and faculty hired,
Harold S. Bender was welcomed to teach history and sociology as opposed to theology due to his
perceived lack of orthodoxy. In 1927, he would establish the Mennonite Quarterly Review, creating a
space to reclaim key moments in Mennonite history. Simultaneously, Guy Hershberger, as a professor
of theology and ethics, would begin a focus on peace theology, avoiding doctrinal debates and
reclaiming a long Mennonite tradition. He notably called Mennonites to nonresistance, concerned that
nonviolent resistance often undermined love for one’s enemies, as called for by Jesus, and relied on
coercion. Bender was born in Elkhart, attended Goshen College and then became its dean in 1933,
before becoming dean of Goshen College Biblical Seminary (now Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical
Seminary) in 1944. Among many roles in church leadership, he served as the president of the
Mennonite World Conference from 1952-1962. The most widely translated and disseminated of his
69

works is a lecture delivered as president of the American Society of Church History during World War II,
entitled The Anabaptist Vision. In introducing the significance of Anabaptism, Bender defends the
proposition: “There can be no question but that the great principles of freedom of conscience,
separation of church and state, and voluntarism in religion, so basic in American Protestantism and so
essential to democracy, ultimately are derived from the Anabaptists of the Reformation period” (Bender
1944, 4). Ultimately, Bender suggests, “The Anabaptist vision included three major points of emphasis:
first, a new conception of the essence of Christianity as discipleship; second, a new conception of the
church as brotherhood; and third a new ethic of love and nonresistance” (1944, 20). Explaining “the
practice of true brotherhood and love,” Bender suggests, “This principle was understood to mean not
merely the expression of pious sentiments, but the actual practice of sharing possessions to meet the
needs of others in the spirit of true mutual aid” (1944, 29-30). Treated as a steward of any possessions,
applicants for baptism among early Anabaptists were regularly asked if they would devote all their
possessions to the brotherhood, aiding any member in need. “In its absolute form of Christian
communism, with the complete repudiation of private property, it became the way of life of the
Hutterian Brotherhood in 1528 and has remained so to this day, for the Hutterites held that private
property is the greatest enemy of Christian love,” Bender highlights (1944, 31). As noted above, this
model has and continues to inspire communal living experiments in Elkhart. Finally, despite the call for
separation from the world, Bender suggests that the ethic of nonresistance was applied to all human
relationships, over a century before Quakers would advocate pacifism. During the 1940s, the Mennonite
Central Committee organized a Relief Workers Training School at Goshen College to prepare
conscientious objectors—taking up Mennonite commitments to pacifism and nonresistance—and
volunteers for unpaid work in the US Civilian Public Service, an alternative to the armed services during
World War II. Many Mennonites chose the civilian service alternative because of their beliefs regarding
Biblical pacifism and nonresistance (Schlabach 1997, 208-9). This tradition would be taken up by
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Bender’s student John Howard Yoder, first at the Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical Seminary and then
Notre Dame with substantial impacts beyond the Anabaptist community, perhaps most notably via his
book The Politics of Jesus. Yoder was arguably the most important Anabaptist theologian and scholar of
the twentieth century, as well as being deeply controversial due to his abuse of power and sexual
harassment of female students and other women.66 The Politics of Jesus presented Jesus as a pacifist
refusing compromise with dominant political structures and related injustices, whose ethics are relevant
for the common life of Christians today (Yoder 1972).
In large part thanks to Rev. Dr. Vincent Harding, the Mennonite Church in Elkhart and across the
country also engaged in the struggle for civil rights. Harding carried significant authority, having led a
voluntary service group, pastored a congregation, and with his wife Rosemarie, put his Mennonite
commitments into action via the integrated, communal Mennonite House in Atlanta, where he would
become close friends with Martin Luther King, Jr., and win the respect of civil rights leaders by joining
non-violent demonstrations and going to jail. With his prodding, Mennonites began to break their
isolation or quietism and engage politically, particularly in Elkhart, writing letters, lobbying
representatives and distributing the Mennonite position on race relations to every member of Congress.
US Representative John Brademas, who represented Indiana’s third district for 20 years (including as
Democratic Majority Whip) and eventually became the President of NYU, suggested that Mennonites
gave more support to the 1964 Civil Rights Act than any other religious group. In the early 1960s, Guy
Hershberger and other leaders initially opposed protests based on the principle of nonresistance, but
Harding and others pushed back, particularly during a key meeting on 14 September 1963, at Prairie
Street Mennonite Church. Harding, Hershberger, and the other white and black leaders ultimately
agreed to begin limited participation in civil rights demonstrations, agreeing that discipleship meant
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being “on the side of the oppressed.” Later that year, Hershberger would demonstrate his changed
position by drafting a widely distributed pamphlet encouraging Mennonites to become involved in civil
rights organizations (Miller Shearer 120).
If the positions of Mennonites tended to emerge from deeply held theological understandings,
other Hoosiers – joining Debs – continued to elevate the story of Jesus and its radical potential, despite
deep critiques of organized religion and often a lack of personal faith. At least from the publishing of
Slaughterhouse-Five, or The Children's Crusade in 1969, Kurt Vonnegut became widely read by antiVietnam War protestors, college students and many disillusioned with mainstream society. A
descendant of German Freethinkers in Indianapolis, Vonnegut was the honorary President of the
American Humanist Association, following in the steps of Isaac Asimov. In a Palm Sunday sermon in
1980, at Saint Clements Episcopal Church in New York City, Vonnegut suggested that he was “a Christworshipping agnostic” while clarifying that he was not a Christian and did not belong to any church
(Wakefield 2014).67 Like Debs and many good organizers, he seemed to understand the need to meet
his people where they were at, to connect with their deeply held beliefs—in Indiana and much of the
country, this included Christianity—before pushing their understanding with humor, imagination and an
almost spiritual faith in the potential of humanity. In November 2001, with President George W. Bush in
power and a month into the War in Afghanistan, Kurt Vonnegut received the Carl Sandburg Literary
Award from the Friends of the Chicago Public Library. Noting Sandburg’s working-class origins and
lifelong commitment to socialism, Vonnegut reflected on Sandburg and Debs’ understanding of Jesus:
A former locomotive fireman, Eugene Debs ran for president of the United States four times, the
fourth time in 1920, when he was in prison. He said, "As long as there is a lower class, I'm in it.
As long as there is a criminal element, I'm of it. As long as there's a soul in prison, I am not free."
Some platform. A paraphrase of the beatitudes. …And our own beloved Carl Sandburg had this
to say about the fire-belching evangelist Bill Sunday: "You come along–tearing your shirt–yelling
about Jesus. I want to know what the hell you know about Jesus? …You tell people living in
shanties Jesus is going to fix it up all right with them by giving them mansions in the skies after
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they're dead and the worms have eaten 'em. …Jesus played it different. The bankers and
corporation lawyers of Jerusalem got their murderers to go after Jesus because Jesus wouldn't
play their game.”68
Like Debs, Vonnegut condemned these misappropriations of Jesus. Notably and highlighting the
divergences within Indiana, Billy Sunday spent summers at Winona Lake, 40 miles south of Elkhart, and
made it his permanent home and the base for his evangelical ministry in 1911. A location for religious
Chataqua programs in the early 1900s, Winona Lake would also become the birthplace of Youth for
Christ at the end of WWII with Billy Graham hired as its first staff member and evangelist in 1944, and
central to the origin of the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association, whose first major crusade in Los
Angeles would be launched with an all-night prayer meeting at Winona Lake in 1949. (Billy Graham and
this first crusade were also actively promoted by William Randolph Hearst, who had become
increasingly conservative and by then controlled the world’s largest newspaper empire) (White and Grill
2013). Shortly before his death, Vonnegut reflected:
For some reason, the most vocal Christians among us never mention the Beatitudes. But, often
with tears in their eyes, they demand that the Ten Commandments be posted in public
buildings. And of course that's Moses, not Jesus. I haven't heard one of them demand that the
Sermon on the Mount, the Beatitudes, be posted anywhere. “Blessed are the merciful" in a
courtroom? "Blessed are the peacemakers" in the Pentagon? Give me a break! (Vonnegut 2005,
98).

Implications for the Early Twenty-First Century
Physical anthropology and archaeology suggest that humans have practiced agriculture for
several thousand years, lived in organized societies for tens of thousands of years, after having emerged
as homo sapiens a few hundred thousand years on a planet that was roughly 4.5 billion years old. In the
less than 200 years since Dr. Havilah Beardsley bought the land for Elkhart from the Potawatomi Chief
Pierre Moran, the world has been radically transformed by humans and the now dominant liberal
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capitalist system. Indiana and Elkhart have reflected and helped to shape these transformations,
impacted by and resisting liberal capitalist modernity. Across the political spectrum, this resistance has
consistently evoked an egalitarian ethos of community-based self-reliance, often informed by religious
or moral commitments.
Perhaps the greatest value of any historical account is reminding us that every event or
movement, every economic and political system, has a beginning and thus will presumably have an end.
However, the direction and impacts of social change are far from certain. The present moment—
hegemonic social relations, the common sense that helps to hold them in place and emerging
resistance—is shaped by the history of social struggle, which can in turn inform new struggles for social
transformation. In the birthplace of the Socialist Party of America, the Hoosier Left arguably never
recovered from the repression undertaken during World War I (and reinforced during World War II),
with Indiana also becoming the center of the American Legion, second Ku Klux Klan and origin of the
John Birch Society. In his autobiography of growing up in Elkhart and living across the Midwest and
beyond, Kenneth Rexroth speaks of “the loss of revolutionary hope and the diffusion or defeat or
cooptation of revolutionary culture,” asserting:
Up until well after the first World War, no one, and I mean nobody, not the Pope, not J.P.
Morgan, not Calvin Coolidge, had any belief that the capitalist system would outlast the century,
or even that it would last another generation. Beginning about 1912 with the mounting of the
counter-revolution that came in 1914 to be called the First World War, the ruling classes, the
state and the economic system felt continuously threated and endangered. On the other side
intellectuals, workers artists, writers, all sorts of people, were confident that things were going
to change completely…the relations between the sexes, race relations, everything would change
completely and the world would be different by the middle of the Twentieth Century. It didn’t
happen (Rexroth 1978, 370).
Ultimately, by the 1970s, Rexroth suggested that this was only compounded by the “failure of the
Russian Revolution,” the betrayals of “the Spanish Revolution” and “French revolt of 1968,” the collapse
of “The Movement” in the US, and the ongoing impoverishment of Indian peasants, sub-Saharan
herders and residents of slums in Rio de Janiero (Rexroth 1978). If a belief that the Left could prevail in
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the US has not fully returned, the profusion of Left political projects in the wake of the economic crisis,
the Occupy Movement and global uprisings, and even the candidacy of Bernie Sanders, as a selfproclaimed socialist, suggest that revolutionary hope may be reemerging on the Left, including in the
Midwest. Simultaneously, the Tea Party demonstrated the presence of a strong grassroots movement
on the Right, driven by an understanding of Christian morality and eager to reassert self-reliance,
entrepreneurship and community against the central government authority and financial elites. The
next ethnographically focused chapters will examine the Right and Left that (re)emerged in Elkhart and
the wider region in the face of the economic crisis and deepening inequality.
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CHAPTER 3
Tea Party in Context

In 2008, President George Bush and the Republican Party were firmly associated with a
prolonged wars in Afghanistan and Iraq—the former associated with acts of torture and the latter
executed under false pretenses, a disastrous federal recovery effort via FEMA in New Orleans in 2005,
growing inequality and federal debt, and ultimately a rapidly unfolding financial crisis. President Barack
Obama was elected by a strong majority, with 365 of 538 electoral votes and 52.9 percent of the
popular vote, the largest percentage for a Democrat since President Lyndon Johnson, with over 131
million people going to the polls.69 Until their election of President Obama, Indiana hadn’t chosen a
Democratic President since the 1964 election of President Johnson. However, this was the context in
which the Tea Party emerged, decrying a lack of representation, questioning the legitimacy of President
Obama’s election, and warning of dire threats to the Constitutional order of the US.
Investigative reports and articles began delving into its origins and composition of the Tea Party
in 2010, in the lead up to the mid-term elections, and full books both from leaders of the movement and
outside analysts abounded by 2012, in the face of another election.70 By 2016, the Tea Party itself was
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apparently in decline, despite an ongoing core of support and notable impacts. The 2016 Republican
Primary ultimately narrowed to a contest between Tea Party favorite Ted Cruz, after Marco Rubio—
another Tea Party champion—dropped out, and Donald Trump. Trump’s lack of clear Christian moral
commitments and economic protectionism—combined with his more extreme misogynistic and
xenophobic statements—diverged significantly from the rhetoric of a majority of Tea Party members.
Yet his campaign to “Make America Great Again” and his plainspoken disdain for government
institutions, as well as for Hillary Clinton, resonated with the core messages that emerged from the
amorphous movement.
In a moment of intensifying political polarization, amid ongoing discontent for many in the US,
this chapter complements an already rich field of historical, demographic and political analysis by
providing an ethnographic look at four manifestations of the wider Tea Party movement in Elkhart
County, as well as intersecting groups in surrounding counties and the wider state, most notably
Hoosiers for a Conservative Senate, which successfully mobilized to defeat US Senator Richard Lugar’s
incumbent Republican candidacy. This ethnographic look remains relatively rare, exploring the stories
of those who took leadership at the local level and examining the conditions driving and ideologies
informing the Tea Party movement.
The Tea Party movement—not unlike the financial crisis—was perhaps fairly predictable when
one considers the past few decades of organizing on the Right, the related pervasiveness of political
campaigns raising moral issues with the leadership of Christian pastors and evangelists, and the
conditions facing predominantly older, white, middle-class Americans (for whom the American Dream
had often worked, partially due to the GI Bill and related government programs) and their children (for
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whom the American Dream was failing, together with their parents’ pensions and retirement savings).
In this regard, the seemingly dissonant combination of neoconservative and neoliberal strands of US
history in the movement begin to seem intelligible, even while these ideologies are inevitably muddied
by actually existing advocates.
As highlighted in the first section below, which provides brief overviews of each of the Elkhart
County groups, the biographies and motivations of each of the key Tea Party leaders are infused with
their Christian understandings, including a strong commitment in most cases to volunteerism and the
well-being of members of their church and/or wider community. Many had also been struggling small
business owners, forced to grapple with government regulation as well as wider competition. The
second section explores the conditions—both in the current context and the historical shifts in the
lifetimes of many leaders—that allowed for the emergence of the Tea Party. The ethnographic work
present in this section also allows for a more nuanced examination of the charges of racism leveled at
the Tea Party movement, as well as the interplay of messages about class and liberal individualism.
Although the historical context of the US is distinct, this type of ethnographic study also offers a
perspective that may be valuable for raising questions about and exploring comparable trajectories
driving movements on the Right in Europe, India, the Philippines, Brazil and beyond. Entering a long
running debate, the third section of this chapter, again building on ethnographic research, suggests that
the Tea Party—at least in Elkhart County—had a strong grassroots base. This base at points benefited
from well-funded, national level-organizations and media coverage. In turn, these national
organizations, funded by a small cross-section of wealthy Americans, helped to amplify the Tea Party
and then arguably used its strength and mobilization to push both candidates and legislation that
further secured narrow interests that only partially aligned with the concerns of grassroots Tea Party
members or addressed the societal contradictions that pushed many into motion.
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”Christian, Conservative and Constitutionalist”
Scott, who co-founded of We the People: The Michiana 9/12 Project, described his roots as
“very conservative,” both fiscally and socially. When he attended Ferris State University, in Michigan,
Scott explained, “I was secretary of the College Republicans, and when I lived in Grand Rapids, I was part
of the Republican 700 Club. I’ve always been kind of politically attached to the ‘what’s happenings’ in
Washington, D.C., and have traveled there a number of times for different venues especially through the
College Republicans.”71 In moving to Elkhart, he was amazed by the entrepreneurial opportunities and
immersed himself in multiple business projects, from metal sales to trailer construction, drilling to
wholesale and retail food. For the next fifteen years, his family, church, and work consumed his time
and focus. In 2008, a series of events led Scott and his business partner to discuss creating some sort of
“young conservative club in Elkhart County” foremost focused on issues related to the local economy.
Then in February 2009, Scott recalled, “Glenn Beck made the charge of getting together with
your neighbor. We both were listening to our radio that day. We called one another and said, ‘This is
the avenue, this is the vehicle that we’ve been trying to come up with. Let’s use it.’”72 A few weeks
later, on Friday, March 13, 2009, they posted a Meet-Up invitation for their first meeting to be held in
the community room of a local mall. Hoping for several like-minded folks to show up, the first meeting
ultimately drew 136 people to watch and discuss Glenn Beck’s program “We Surround Them.” This
meeting laid the groundwork for their first Tax Day Protest on 15 April 2009: “NO TAXATION WITHOUT
EQUAL REPRESENTATION TEA PARTY…Lets take it to the streets and get other citizens involved. Look
forward to seeing you there!...WE THE PEOPLE Surround Them!” Forty people joined in sign-making,
and 450 people officially attended the rally in downtown Elkhart. This number swelled to 1,200 for a
rally—advertised with the slogan: “America Is Under Siege”—to protest President Obama’s visit on 5
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August 2009, and their numbers continued to grow, reaching a height of over 2,000 subscribed
members in several months.73 Throughout 2010, well over a hundred people regularly attended
extended trainings on originalist interpretations of the Constitution, with some 700 members receiving
daily updates through its Meet-Up group and supposedly another 1,500 members who periodically
engaged in meetings and demonstrations. In September 2010, Michiana 9/12 brought together over
2,000 residents—who paid $40 to over $400—for a rally with Glenn Beck, having actively promoted the
nine principles and twelve values that he said characterized the American people on the day after the
attacks of September 11th.74 Throughout my research, this group focused on expanding knowledge of
the Constitution to their neighbors and friends, while providing a forum for study, discussion and prayer.
In the second half of 2010, a substantial group split off from Michiana 9/12 to form the Tea
Party of Michiana Action Coalition (Tea-MAC), eager to take stronger stands and actively endorse
candidates at the local, state, and national level. They often repeated the core commitments of TeaMAC to being “Christian, Conservative and Constitutionalist.” With almost equal vigor they attacked
mainstream Republicans and Democrats, as well as the banking system and periodically other Tea Party
leaders. One of their two founders, Suzy explained, “When Pete and I left 9/12, [it was] because they
did not take action. They just yakked! What’s the sense in only talking? You’ve got to be able to take
action!”75 A core group of roughly 50 people met monthly throughout the period of my research, and

73

Photos of these rallies are available on the Meet-Up site of Michiana 9-12, at:
http://www.meetup.com/michiana912/photos/all_photos/?photoAlbumId=589897 and
http://www.meetup.com/michiana912/photos/all_photos/?photoAlbumId=680952.
74
The 9 Principles are: America is good. I believe in God and He is the center of my life. I must always try to be a
more honest person than I was yesterday. The family is sacred; my spouse and I are the ultimate authority, not the
government. If you break the law you pay the penalty; justice is blind and no one is above it. I have a right to life,
liberty and pursuit of happiness, but there is no guarantee of equal results. I work hard for what I have and I will
share it with who I want to; government cannot force me to be charitable. It is not un-American for me to disagree
with authority or to share my personal opinion. The government works for me; I do not answer to them, they
answer to me.
The 12 Values are: Honesty, Reverence, Hope, Thrift, Humility, Charity, Sincerity, Moderation, Hard Work, Courage,
Personal Responsibility, Gratitude (originally Friendship).
75
Interview 18 November 2011.

80

the organization repeatedly mobilized hundreds of residents for rallies supporting their chosen
candidates. During these meetings, discussions of local politics and the Constitution periodically
intertwined with methods for storing emergency food (a year’s supply in the pantry and a “grab bag” for
quick escapes) and advice on buying the best gun for self-defense (a revolver with a laser site for your
purse or bag, with a lifetime concealed carry handgun permit, and a short-barrel shotgun for home).76
Tea-MAC’s co-founder, Peter, also co-hosted Tea Party Talk Indiana,77 on BlogTalkRadio, regularly
interviewing Republican candidates and politicians who aligned with Tea Party ideas from Richard
Mourdock to US Senator Dan Coats, US Congresspersons Marlin Stutzman and Jackie Walorski, State
Representatives Tim Neese and Tim Wesco, and local Sheriff Brad Rogers. Tea-MAC provided a platform
and ardent support for certain candidates at all levels. For instance, they—together with other local Tea
Party groups—arguably deserve credit for distinguishing Elkhart County Sheriff Brad Rogers from a field
of seven candidates via their endorsement, speaking engagements to amplify his conservative Christian
views, and mobilization to get voters to the polls. In turn, Tea-MAC supported and celebrated Sheriff
Rogers’ decision to provide rigorous Constitutional training for all 70 of his deputies.78
Peter graduated from Elkhart High School in 1968, after working as a shoeshine boy from the
age of eight on Main Street.79 He eventually became an executive in the recreational vehicle industry.
Online, in public addresses, and in personal exchanges, the value that Peter placed on his family, his
ethnic and Catholic heritage, and the military service of his ancestors was evident. Peter’s grandfather
came to the US from Italy, served in World War I, and ultimately settled in Elkhart. His father served in
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World War II. On 5 August 2009, still part of the leadership team of the Michiana 9/12 Project, Peter
rallied the crowd at the “Elkhart Responds to Obama” Rally in Wakarusa, IN, citing the sacrifices of his
grandfather and father in World Wars, who were faced with immediate threats:
Protect America. Protect Freedom for the World. Protect the greatest republic in the history of
civilization. Because if you don’t win, we lose it all; the world loses.…My conflict is in some ways
even tougher, because what we have to do as individuals is mobilize ourselves to find other likeminded people, like those of us in Michiana 9/12, to spread the word that our Constitution is
under attack, our future is in peril, and that if we don’t win this war, if we don’t win this fight, if
you don’t get off your couch…this is a conflict that if we lose, just as sure as if Grandpa would
have lost in World War I and Pa would have lost in World War II, we’ll lose our country, we will
lose everything.80
Suzy was born and spent most of her youth in the City of Elkhart. She suggested that Elkhart
had an exceptional school system, with unrivalled music programs, particularly in orchestra and band.
Suzy and Tea-MAC blamed the US Department of Education for the problems evident in public schools,
but they have also expressed deep concerns about the locally-initiated Horizon Education Alliance,
suggesting that its push for a universal pre-kindergarten program could portend attempts to
indoctrinate the young. They also insisted that it has been widely embraced due to its leaders’ use of
the Delphi Method developed by the Rand Corporation to secure so-called consensus. Suzy spoke of a
35-year-old “sense of impending doom” that began shortly after the birth of her daughter, yet she
insisted:
I am very patriotic to this country, because I do happen to believe that God set his grace on this
land and that it is our responsibility to take care of it, not just taking care to see to it that we
take good care of the earth itself because that’s God-given but also because this government
was given to us by him and to not take care of it will mean it’s destruction, and that’s what is
going on right now. So this was a God-thing, at the same time.81
Suzy was raised Lutheran and is an active member of Trinity United Methodist, as well as participating in
Bible Study Fellowship. She also taught music lessons. Emphasizing the importance of ongoing study,
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Suzy suggested, “I’m a person that always needs to know why,” and she has developed a network of
female authors and analysts on the Right with whom she regularly confers. Under her and Peter’s
leadership, Tea-MAC opposed both political parties as national institutions and highlighted the faults of
both Bushes and even of President Reagan. Denouncing then-Senator Lugar for his support for Supreme
Court Justices Elena Kagan and Sonia Sotomayor, Suzy declared, “He’s not just a liberal; he’s also a
socialist!” She suggested that he had been indoctrinated as a Fabian Socialist when he was Rhodes
Scholar. 82 While the importance of the “free market” is regularly cited, General Electric, for instance, is
reviled for shipping all of its production to China and Mexico. The Bilderberg Group, the Aspen Institute,
Skull and Bones, and especially the Council on Foreign Relations are disdained as elite decision-making
bodies that undermine the Constitution and local democracy.83
The Elkhart County Patriots was the third major grouping in Elkhart, with a core of roughly a
dozen people that met for weekly study over pizza and Coke. If their core group was small, their impact
on local, state, and national politics was substantial due to their active political engagement and ability
to mobilize much larger numbers. Bob, the founder of Elkhart County Patriots, also claimed strong
religious roots. For the first several years of his life, Bob was raised primarily by his mom. The family
would spend Saturday mornings doing live Christian radio broadcasts from Atlantic City, while residing at
Christian camps in the summer, where his mom served as secretary to the leaders of the camps.
Eventually, his mom met and married an NYU professor. At Stony Brook University, Bob was the
President of the Intervarsity Christian Fellowship, and he has since been a regular church board member
while involving his seven children in Christian mission trips around the world. Two decades ago, Bob
stepped away from a lucrative career as the research director for a billion-dollar, electro-optics project
making integrated circuits in New York City. He left to build radio transmitters in Elkhart, as part of an
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effort to bring Christian radio to people around the world. His evangelical work periodically intertwined
with political activism. In the lead up to the 2008 Republican Primaries, Bob was involved in Mike
Huckabee’s campaign.
However, little of this seemingly had a direct influence on the founding of the Elkhart County
Patriots. Bob had been concerned about President Obama for several reasons outlined below, so when
it was announced that he would return to Elkhart in February 2009, Bob called up friends at Purdue
University and Christian radio colleagues who were also concerned about President Obama. He
arranged a small protest, but he didn’t think to contact folks involved in the Huckabee campaign.
Similarly, as the need for mobilization became clear to Bob in the coming months, he suggested:
In terms of the Tea Party, I started out making sure that it was very rigorously about the
financial overspending…I kept it out of, as I said, gun control. I kept it away from the Bircher
influence. I kept it away from being explicitly religious, although of course we say grace for our
pizza, and we pray for God to give us wisdom as we meet. But it’s not about Catholicism or
Presbyterianism or Baptistism or anything like that. It’s not about getting people saved,
although that’s important to me, but that’s not what the Tea Party’s about. I tried to keep that
line clear.84
Yet Bob also explained that “the Tea Party is a thumb in the dike…to get our government to the point
where it doesn’t destroy our freedom and including our freedom of religion.” Ultimately, Bob argued
that we need a religious revival, as we have at several points in US history, to solve the problems
confronting the US.85 Notably, Bob was the most active of Elkhart’s Tea Party leaders in trying to build
ongoing ties between all groups, and he was arguably the strongest ally of the statewide Hoosiers for a
Conservative Senate (HFCS). He and Monica, co-founder of HFCS, both attended Nappanee Missionary
Church in Elkhart County.
The final and fourth manifestation of the Tea Party movement was short-lived but deserves
attention for the diversity and tensions that it highlights in the movement. Local media covered the
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launch of a fourth Tea Party in April 2012, which invited “conservatives, independents, and disaffected
democrats,” as well as the Amish community that normally avoided politics but had become involved in
recent zoning debates. Gerry, the founder, envisioned meetings every four to six weeks, with an
emphasis on activism and electoral engagement. Gerry had been associated with Tea-MAC, but he
became increasingly concerned about conspiracy theories pervading and distracting the group,
highlighting “discussions about whether President Barack Obama was legitimately elected and issues
tied to the John Birch Society” when he spoke with The Goshen News. Gerry told the paper, “Tea-MAC
has become hopelessly involved with kooks.”86 While Suzy suggested that President Obama’s citizenship
was a legitimate concern given the birth of his father in Kenya, she and Bob attempted to downplay any
divisions and instead emphasized the complementary focuses of different groups.87 While Gerry
faithfully attended Elkhart County Patriots, he was concerned that the weekly meetings were too much
for many, and even Bob was reluctant to openly disavow some conspiracy theories or challenge those
who disseminated them. So on Thursday, April 17, at Maple City Chapel, I joined five others for the
launch. Gerry was well-prepared but evidently disappointed. Bob and regular participants in the other
Elkhart groups stayed away, perhaps in part because of the controversy that had erupted in the local
press, but Gerry ultimately promoted Elkhart County Patriots at the end of the meeting. He suggested
that he had let down allies in other northern Indiana towns, including Monica (HFCS). Yet Gerry quickly
turned to creating a blog—his second—to confront conspiracy theories within the conservative
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movement,88 notably fifty years after William F. Buckley, in the National Review, had confronted the
fallacies of Robert Welch, the founder of the John Birch Society.89
Gerry had previously run a blog called The Floodlight for several years, debunking conspiracy
theories that threatened democratic dialogue, as well as the Conservative movement and Christianity.
This notably brought him into conversation with the Political Research Associates. On The Floodlight,
Gerry had a biography that he had last updated in the summer of 2003. 90 He recalled gradually
becoming cognizant of the proliferation of conspiracy theories and so-called biblical prophecies that
swirled around his dinner table and church community. Hal Lindsay’s The Late Great Planet Earth
suggested that the 1970s would be the prophesied era of the Antichrist, generating fear that Secretary
of State Henry Kissinger or President Jimmy Carter was the anti-Christ or “the Darth Vader of the coming
global takeover.” By high school, Gerry began to seriously question the seemingly endless stream of
anti-Christ(s), global plots, and apocalyptic prophecies, suggesting, “Too many things didn’t make sense,
and ‘World News Tonight’ with Frank Reynolds was infinitely more credible than someone trying to tell
me that the commies were coming who wasn’t bright enough to figure out that the Russian Bear was a)
an economic basket case and b) not about to risk nuclear annihilation.” After high school, Gerry became
increasingly troubled that so many people were being manipulated or distracted by ongoing conspiracy
theories, from “88 reasons why Christ will return in 1988” to Pat Robertson and other Christian leaders
pouncing on George Bush’s "New World Order" statement in his 1991 State of the Union
Address. Finally, frustrated that no challenges were emerging from Christian theologians or historians,
Gerry decided to take action, suggesting, “America deserves better, and the church even more
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so.” After initial rejections from publishers in 1996-97, Gerry decided to create a website to share his
research and allow for dialogue and critique. By 2003, eager to equip himself with the tools for more
effective research, Gerry had completed five semesters of undergraduate work at Indiana University
South Bend, and was transferring to Grace College in Winona Lake, Indiana, eager to complete majors in
psychology, sociology, criminal justice, and biblical studies, before turning to a graduate degree in
theological studies.91 Financial challenges had hindered the realization of this full goal. When I met
Gerry, he was in his late forties and working a factory job, but he was still engaged in research and
contemplating a book project addressed to Conservatives and Christians, whose legitimacy and analysis
were endangered by conspiracy theories.
Each of these groups maintained connections with other allied groups in northern Indiana, often
sharing updates on issues and regularly supporting one another’s rallies and events. Suzy regularly
referenced her friendship and alliance with Anna, a small business owner from Monticello, who started
the White County Tea Party Patriots. Peter spoke highly of the libertarian Citizens for Common Sense
and its Secretary/Treasurer Kelly, which has been “seeking government that is responsible and
responsive to taxpayers in St. Joseph County, IN, since 1992.”92 In April 2011, Michiana 9/12, Elkhart
County Patriots, and Tea-MAC joined Citizens for Common Sense at a Tax Day Rally organized by St. Joe
County Tea Party Patriots on the steps of the South Bend Courthouse. One of the heroes of the day was
A.J., the 28-year-old leader of the New Carlisle Area Tea Party, who had voted for President Obama. A.J.
claimed that his “head had been in the sand” due to his K-12 public education and his participation in a
construction union. This ended thanks to an economics professor at Indiana University South Bend, who
told him on the first day of class: “Political correctness is killing this country. Obama is a socialist!” A.J.
was eager to share this wake-up call with the youth, who were “being taught to suckle of the teat of the
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State from birth to death.”93 The rally was rounded out by Republican and Libertarian candidates.
Periodically, Elkhart groups partnered with Tea Party groups in Fort Wayne and over the state line in
Michigan. Ever present via the leader of its local chapter, Ralph, the John Birch Society ensured that
materials were available and actively distributed at both Michiana 9/12, Tea-MAC, and the St. Joe
County Tea Party Patriots, as well as public rallies. These materials included free copies of the DVD:
Overview of America, pocket Constitutions from the National Center for Constitutional Studies, and $6
copies of Cleon Skousen’s The 5,000 Year Leap.
Arguably, the most significant force in the Indiana Tea Party movement became Hoosiers for a
Conservative Senate (HFCS), which held its first statewide meeting on 22 January 2011, at Heartland
Ministries in Tipton, Indiana. This was the origin of some 60 Tea Party chapters across the state uniting
to oust then Republican Senator and Ranking Member of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee
Richard Lugar, ultimately securing the Republican nomination for then State Treasurer Richard
Mourdock. HFCS was co-founded by Monica, co-organizer of Kosciusko Silent NO More Tea Party in
2009, and Greg, both of whom have since written self-published books about the experience.94 Greg, in
particular, pushed the need to nationalize the movement, drawing conservative media attention and
support from national forces in the Tea Party movement, foremost Freedomworks. Their campaign was
initially successful, uniting fiercely independent leaders behind a single goal, despite Mourdock’s
stumble in the general election. Along the way, Monica described facing threats, harassing phone calls
at her home and workplace, and even attacks from Tea-MAC, who suggested that Monica was
attempting to speak for the movement and allegedly spread malicious rumors about her.95
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Monica consistently described herself as a mother of four children, happily married to a union
member for over 15 years, who was drawn into politics by necessity and ultimately by a calling from
God. When I interviewed her in February 2012, she began by explaining what led her to become a
central activist in the Tea Party movement, “I got involved politically about seven years ago, actually
with my daughter, I was in labor and lobbying for the first time with my daughter. I owned a daycare for
13 years and our recent governor for the State of Indiana [Joe Kernan, a Democrat from South Bend]
decided to overregulate our businesses.” Monica founded the “pro-family” Indiana Voice for the Family
and was ultimately mentored by Jackie Walorski, who was elected to the Indiana House of
Representatives in 2004 and then—with strong Tea Party backing—to the US House of Representatives
in 2012. She gradually became acquainted with statewide conservative organizations, like the American
Family Association of Indiana, as she took up issues ranging from promoting a ‘defense of marriage’ act,
opposing hate crimes legislation, deregulating daycares, and criminalizing abortion. Perhaps her two
closest mainstream political allies, Jackie Walorski and Richard Mourdock, both gained notoriety for
opposing abortions even in the case of rape.96 She was clear that Kosciusko Silent NO More was
“centered around faith,” with every major event accompanied by “a prayer team,” and a clear dual
commitment to fiscal and social conservatism, which she suggested probably characterized 60 percent
of Tea Party groups. She explained, “I am not ashamed of saying that, ‘We fight for life too.’ To me, the
whole problem with our country is we’ve lost our moral background and moral fiber.” Notably, I met
Monica for our interview at Grace College, famous for its association with the evangelists Billy Sunday
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and Billy Graham, where she continued to work as an Administrative Assistant for the Graduate
Department of Counseling & Interpersonal Relations. Seemingly in the tradition of those evangelists,
who drew massive crowds to tent revivals, the first meeting of the Kosciusko Silent NO More Tea Party
drew 1,300 people, instead of the 30 that Monica had anticipated on 15 April 2009.

Conditions for the Movement
As highlighted above in the biographies of Monica, Bob, and Scott, many leaders had previous
experience in grassroots organizing and political actions. They each became engaged in politics via the
rise of the Christian Right in US politics, during the so-called “cultural wars” that waged over abortion
and gay rights, as well as prayer in school and the rejection of evolution in the name of biblical
fundamentalism (Ginsburg 1989, Kaplan 2004, Drury 1997, Frank 2004, Willis 2006). All had been
connected to the Republican Party. Their histories of organizing and political engagement, which were
paralleled in the biographies of other grassroots Tea Party leaders, were an important part of the
conditions that allowed for this movement to emerge. Similarly, the support that some of these local
groups received from national organizations and media—explored more fully below—was a significant
part of this story; many of these organizations and associated funders, like the Koch brothers, had spent
years trying to push a libertarian and/or conservative agenda. Yet there was also a spontaneous
groundswell of interest and participation in the Tea Party movement, with hundreds of people showing
up to meetings and rallies when a couple dozen participants were expected. This section examines the
material and historical conditions, including histories of class and race, which provoked this uprising.

Back When the American Dream Worked
Following World War II, the United States had most of the world’s productive capacity,
undamaged infrastructure, and few economic rivals. Via the Marshall Plan, the US invested billions of
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dollars in helping to rebuild Europe, with a significant portion of these funds helping to support the
purchase of US exports. Most importantly, the GI Bill (or Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of June 22,
1944) and related legislation acted as a major federal stimulus, providing readjustment allowances,
home loans and education for millions of veterans. Michael D. Gambone suggests, “Simply put, the
programs of veterans’ benefits represented a quantum leap in the growth of the American socialwelfare state, far exceeding anything that had been contemplated at the height of the Great
Depression” (Gambone 2005, 191). By 1947, 6.6 million veterans were pursuing educational benefits via
the Veterans Administration, including 1.1 million enrolled in colleges, representing 49 percent of
students; these benefits initially included 36 months of tuition, book fees, and a monthly stipend for
room and board (Gambone 2005, 66-69). Loans from the Veterans Administration (VA) and the Federal
Housing Authority (FHA) financed half of all suburban housing in the 1950s and 1960s, which was made
possible by massive highway expansion funded almost fully by the federal government. Particularly for
men, whose ancestors had come from Northern but also Southern and Eastern Europe, the American
Dream—of upward mobility and growing prosperity through hard work—was largely a reality for the
first few decades after World War II (Katznelson 2005). This was the period when a substantial portion
of Tea Party leaders grew up and entered promising jobs with or without college degrees.
If many longstanding Elkhart residents of German, Swiss and English descent entered the middle
class during this period, the transformation was even more profound for many residents of Italian,
Greek, Polish and Jewish descent. Karen Brodkin has described the “racism,” “nativism and xenophobia”
that greeted immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe to the US, and was reinforced by politicians,
scientists and the media into the 1930s. If “[a]nti-Semitism and anti-European racism lost
respectability” in the face of fascist movements and World War II, the intertwined “whitening” and
“economic mobility” of these immigrants foremost rested on “U.S. post war economic prosperity…and
on government assistance” (Brodkin 1994, 87). Brodkin explains:
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The GI Bill of Rights…was arguably the most massive affirmative action program in US
history…The GI benefits ultimately extended to sixteen million GIs (veterans of the Korean War
as well) included priority in jobs—this is, preferential hiring, but no one objected to it then—
financial support during the job search; small loans for starting up businesses; and most
important, low-interest home loans and educational benefits, which included tuition and living
expenses [for 8 million GIs] (Brodkin 1994, 88).
No Elkhart-based Tea Party leader explicitly acknowledged the role of massive government
intervention in post-War prosperity, but they regularly noted substantial shifts in the economic and
political landscape. Decrying the growth of government regulation and spending, going “back to the
establishment of social security to FDR,” one leader explained:
…it has become the process of the liberal-progressive to keep the working man, the man they
used to represent, under their thumb. And by controlling them through unions and other
regulations, by controlling them by entitlement programs, they have turned what used to be
one of the most productive workers on the face of the earth, in the history of mankind, into a
worker that now gets beat routinely by Chinese and Japanese and Koreans and people all over
the world.97
While one might dispute some of this analysis—US workers have become increasingly productive over
the past three decades, despite falling wages98—growing global competition, outsourcing, labor-saving
technology, and the cost but importance of college education have undermined many workers. These
workers have often reluctantly turned to the military or various forms of government assistance (not
unlike their fathers and grandfathers) in the face of under- or unemployment. Similarly, the failure of
the Democratic Party to advance the interests of workers, particularly over the past few decades, and
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the multiple shortcomings of the mainstream union movement have been critiqued on both the Left and
the Right. A different Tea Party leader recounted Saul Alinsky’s failure to unionize Kodak in his thenhometown of Rochester, NY, noting: “He got nowhere because the Kodak employees were well taken
care of. That was back in the days of paternalistic companies where, when you got hired by Kodak, you
were good until 65 and then your family was taken care of.”99
Having achieved ‘middle class’ status, many Tea Party leaders and members saw their way of life
and economic well-being under threat. In discussing the successful push by Tea Party organizations and
allies to defeat new zoning ordinances, one Tea Party leader explained:
The fallacy is that it’s the wealthy versus the poor, but I can tell you the most wealthy people on
earth are progressives, not conservatives, although there are many wealthy conservatives. The
Rockefellers, progressive; George Soros, progressive; Ted Turner, progressive; Warren Buffet,
progressive; Jobs, God rest his soul, progressive. What they want is to keep their status here, at
the expense of you and me in the middle, and by pushing out the middle class and pushing
everybody down to the bottom, they gain the edge the way Communism gained the edge in
Russia for 60 years.100
Despite the questionable comparison between the wealthy and Russian Communists, the Tea Party is
positioned as a movement of the struggling middle class, and this perception of a precarious middle
class is notably shared and addressed across the political spectrum. In 30 January 2009, President
Obama created White House Task Force on Middle Class Working Families to be chaired by Vice
President Joe Biden, who stressed: “America’s middle class is hurting. Trillions of dollars in home equity
and retirement savings and college savings are gone. And every day, more and more Americans are
losing their jobs. President Obama and I are determined to change this. Quite simply, a strong middle
class equals a strong America.”101 Despite phenomenal growth in productivity, actual wages for the
majority of US residents have stagnated or declined, while the share of income going to the top 1
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percent has risen dramatically.102 This also mobilized the Occupy Movement and was ultimately central
to Bernie Sanders, a self-described socialist, becoming a viable candidate in the 2016 Democratic
Primary.
Significantly, multiple Tea Party leaders in Indiana emerged from both historically Democratic
and union families. One Tea Party Leader recounted:
My dad was a union organizer; he organized Miles Laboratories, which then became Bayer. He
organized Northern Indiana Public Service. He organized Northern Indiana Brass, for the District
50 United Mine Workers…There was a time in history when I think that [unions] were absolutely
essential to stop the abuses that were going on. But now, they have become the abusers of the
very system that they tried to set up. So now you have these megalomaniacs that are running
these unions, and they are filthy rich. And they are standing on the backs of the people that are
paying forced dues, so my dad wouldn’t like that. [For my dad,] it was about fairness, real
fairness, real taking care of people, and seeing to it that nobody is trampled in the process.103
As noted in the last chapter, the United Mine Workers, who drove the creation of the Confederation of
Industrial Organizations (CIO) under John L. Lewis, initially had their headquarters in Indianapolis,
Indiana (Sells 1966). In 1950, Local 12273, District 50, United Mine Workers negotiated favorable pay
increases with Miles - Laboratories, Inc.104 In 1964, 40.9 percent of Indiana’s workers were union
members. In 2009, as the economic crisis devastated Elkhart, union membership stood at 12.1 percent
of the workforce and then fell to 9.2 in 2012, the final year of my field research.105 As highlighted in the
previous chapter, the CIO, particularly in Elkhart County, was also a strong advocate for black workers at
least from the early 1940s.
Demographic studies suggest that the Tea Party members tend to be a bit wealthier, better
educated, older, and more likely white and male than the wider public.106 Yet, as highlighted above,
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although a majority of leaders were men, strong women leaders were not uncommon. Similarly, the
majority were white and older, but a number of younger adults were active, together with a limited
group of leaders from different ethnic and racial backgrounds. The movement in Elkhart County was not
predominantly driven by or composed of temporarily unemployed or poor workers, yet at least one
prominent leader worked in a factory and was laid off during the economic crisis. Others were
contractors or small businesspeople who lost businesses. Bob mentioned that a few friends losing their
homes had been one motivation for starting Elkhart County Patriots, and his own son was struggling to
find a job post-college.107 Notably, a poll conducted by The Pew Center in April 2010, found: “A majority
(54%) of those who agree with the Tea Party movement say that the job situation should be the highest
priority; 49% of the general public agree.”108 Several decades ago, Richard Hofstadter’s influential
characterized of the followers of Joseph McCarthy as a paranoid middle-class with irrational status
anxiety, while Seymour Lipset and Joseph Raab similarly suggestion that the history of rightwing
extremism—“the politics of unreason”— can largely be traced to an unfounded fear of status loss by
white Protestants (Hofstadter 1955; Lipset and Raab 1970).109 Writing amid the aftermath of the
economic crisis, my analysis of the Tea Party movement diverges from these earlier understandings,
seeing the Tea Party as an intelligible and rational, if arguably problematic, response to a rapidly
changing world in which the vast majority of Americans were and are experiencing falling wages,
growing inequality, and threats to social security and Medicaid, amid a more globalized and
cosmopolitan world that is seemingly remote from the values and practices that have maintained local
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communities and economies. By 2008, the moral, economic and military supremacy of the US was
openly challenged, even while the neoconservative rhetoric of the Bush administration reinforced an
aggressive nationalism. This neoconservative stance was laid on top of four decades of neoliberal
rhetoric that denounced the folly of government, celebrated free markets, and scapegoated the
“undeserving poor” (Katz 2013).

Explaining 45 Million Poor People
This framing of the undeserving poor, allegedly trapped in a culture of poverty, has led to
several decades of blaming the poor for their impoverishment, emphasizing their freedom while
minimizing the societal structures that have deepened inequality and perpetuated dispossession.
Despite over 45 million US residents living below the official poverty line,110 the causes of poverty have
been individualized as sources for personal shame. There is a widespread tendency in US society to
identify as “middle class,” perhaps explaining President Obama’s “White House Task Force on Middle
Class Working Families,” which in turn reinforces the concept. In Elkhart, this “middle class”
identification was true of unemployed professionals facing foreclosure and laid-off factory workers.
Poverty has not only been blamed on the poor themselves but also racialized, amplifying racial
stereotypes and fears via coded or “strategic racism” (Lopez 2014). Communities of color are
disproportionately poor in the US, due to a history of legal discrimination and ongoing structural racism
explored below, yet the largest number of people living below the official poverty line are white.111 A
long history of violence and law beginning in the late seventeenth century, as well as alleged science
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into the twentieth century, gradually convinced most poor white people that they have more in
common with rich white people than with poor people of color (Davidson Buck 2001; DuBois 1998;
Gould 1981). The intersections of class and race, as well as gender and citizenship status, have
continued to shift. Yet common sense and political possibilities continue to be shaped by a long history
of sowing division based on constructed identities, giving a modicum of privilege to people of AngloSaxon descent or Protestants or whites or men or citizens (or papering over the legacies of oppression
and ongoing structural discrimination via allegedly race- or gender- or class-neutral policies),
maintaining the myth of success via merit or hard work, and scapegoating the “other” for failures of the
dominant economic and political system.
Anthropology has a long history of both perpetuating and challenging ideas of a “culture of
poverty.” Oscar Lewis originated the “culture of poverty” concept, in his attempts to explain the
persistence of poverty in Mexico and the US. In studying poor Mexican families, he allegedly identified
dozens of psychological and ideological traits that characterized a so-called culture of poverty, which
developed among the poor and was passed onto their children via socialization (Lewis 1959; Lewis
1961). Identifying alienation, powerlessness and feelings of inferiority as key elements, Lewis explained,
“People with a culture of poverty have very little sense of history. They are a marginal people who know
only their own troubles, their own local conditions, their own neighborhood, their own way of life”
(Lewis 1998). Looking at a Puerto Rican family in San Juan and New York City, Lewis wrote:
The culture of poverty is not only an adaptation to a set of objective conditions of the larger
society. Once it comes into existence it tends to perpetuate itself from generation to generation
because of its effect on the children. By the time slum children are age six or seven they have
usually absorbed the basic values and attitudes of their subculture and are not psychologically
geared to take full advantage of changing conditions or increased opportunities which may
occur in their lifetime (Lewis 1966: xlv).
While many critiques challenged Oscar Lewis’ ‘culture of poverty’ hypothesis, his arguments were
adopted and adapted by other social scientists, social workers and government officials, immediately
influencing the interventions proposed in Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s “The Negro Family: The Case for
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National Action,“ a 1965 report to President Lyndon B. Johnson in which Moynihan identified the ‘Negro
family’ as “the principle source of most of the aberrant, inadequate, or antisocial behavior that did not
establish, but now serves to perpetuate the cycle of poverty and deprivation.”112
In Elkhart, Church Community Services (CCS) has a longstanding job training program, Soup of
Success, as well as regularly engaging with dozens of Christian churches that support its wider mission
around issues of poverty. In both, CCS utilizes Dr. Ruby K. Payne’s Bridges Out of Poverty. Sidestepping
structural causes of poverty and unemployment, the curriculum explores the "hidden” and distinct
cultural norms of different social classes, which supposedly make class mobility and even
communication across classes difficult. The goal for Soup of Success participants is to learn middle class
norms, which theoretically unlock new employment and relationship possibilities. Congregations learn
that poverty is not necessarily the fault of the poor per se, but that education—to mimic middle class
norms, better manage money, gain entrepreneurial skills, etc.—is the solution to break the cycle of
poverty. While this assumes that people older than six or seven can learn new norms, it retains a
cultural argument to explain the primary cause of poverty.113
Anthropologists critiqued ‘the culture of poverty’ in a series of essays edited by Eleanor Burke
Leacock, with Leacock noting that the concept added scientific jargon (despite weak methodology) to
nineteenth-century arguments blaming the poor for their own poverty based on allegedly selfperpetuating attitudes and behaviors attributed to a “virtually autonomous subculture,” while “poverty,
as a structural feature of our society, cannot be changed by a change of attitudes only” (Leacock 1971,
11,34). A series of ethnographies throughout the 1970s and into today have continued to challenge
explanations for poverty that blame the poor, often emphasizing the rationality and resistance of the
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poor, as well as the plight of those struggling to survive amid economic change and intersecting forms of
exploitation and oppression (Stack 1974; Susser 1982; Collins 2003; Weinbaum 2004; Mullings 2005).
However, the culture of poverty and related theories have continued to resurface. In the work of
William Julius Wilson, debates around the “culture of poverty” transformed into discussions of an
“underclass,” largely centered on the moral behaviors of black inner city residents, despite his
recognition of the structural elements of impoverishment (Wilson 1978; Wilson 1987). Wilson
suggested that a “black ghetto underclass” had developed amid deindustrialization and the mobility of
middle- and working-class African Americans out of inner cities, removing (middle class) role models and
institutions that would allow the ghetto underclass to overcome “social pathologies,” including crime,
welfare-dependency, and female-headed households. In addition to welfare, housing and education
policies affecting the lives of millions of US residents, one of the most insidious government
interventions to address this “underclass” has been the so-called “War on Drugs,” disproportionately
targeting young men of color in urban neighborhoods, fueling the explosion of the prison population
and undermining organized dissent amid the disappearance of industrial and public sector jobs (Mullings
2003; Webb 1998; Gilmore 2007). The devastating impact of racial profiling, disproportionate
sentencing laws, and the practice of plea bargaining have been well-documented (Alexander 2010). Like
Lewis’ “culture of poverty,” Wilson’s “underclass” myth was challenged by a range of anthropologists,
who stressed that the urban underclass myth reinforced middle-class white ethnic and patriarchal
norms, minimized the ongoing impacts of racism, and discounted the resiliency and sociocultural
resources of the poor (di Leonardo 1998; Gregory 1998; Goode and Maskovsky 2001).
Direct discrimination and interpersonal racism did not instantly disappear with the passing of
the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Voting Rights Act of 1965, notably within the lifetime of many Tea Party
leaders. If overt racism arguably declined (or was less publicly acceptable, at least prior to the
Presidency of Donald Trump) behind problematic claims of “color-blindness,” politicians have regularly
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played on latent racism and racialized fears and prejudices to win support for public policies to increase
“law and order” and end “welfare dependency” (Winant 1997). Trumpeting “states’ rights,” which had
been utilized by George Wallace to challenge integration and Barry Goldwater to oppose the Civil Rights
Act of 1964, President Reagan attacked the welfare system while drastically cutting taxes for the
wealthy, citing the Heritage Foundation and American Enterprise Institute for justification. During his
first election, utilizing “coded racial appeals,” he repeatedly invoked a “Chicago welfare queen,” often
behind the wheel of a Cadillac and using “eighty names, thirty address, twelve Social Security cards” to
cheat the welfare system and hardworking taxpayers; he periodically complemented this image with
one of a “strapping young buck” buying T-bone steak with food stamps (Haney López 2014:5 8-9).
Influential neo-conservatives, like Charles Murray and Dinesh D’Souza, kept alive a racialized culture of
poverty theory (Murry 1984; D’Souza 1995). Murray’s Losing Ground claimed that the plight of innercity blacks worsened dramatically with the implementation of social welfare programs like Aid to
Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), increasing the incidence of out-of-wedlock births, hastening
the material and moral decline of black communities and creating a parasitic underclass. Notably, when
President Clinton ended AFDC in 1996, the Political Research Associates emphasized the most recent
statistics at that time indicated:
…37.4% of AFDC families were non-Hispanic white, 19.9% Hispanic, and 36.4% were African
American. The average AFDC recipient has 1.8 children, slightly less than the number which the
general population has...The poverty rate in nonmetropolitan areas was 16%, while the poverty
rate in metropolitan areas was 14.2%, including 20.9% in the central cities only. Depending on
the method of calculation, 29-56% of all AFDC recipients leave the rolls within one year, 48-70%
leave within two years, and only 7-15% stay on for eight consecutive years. These percentages
do not reflect an increasing "dependency" on AFDC.114
In a contemporary updating of what Ian Haney Lopéz has dubbed “strategic racism,” Mitt Romney
utilized calculated ads in the 2012 presidential race, declaring (falsely), “Under Obama’s plan, you
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wouldn’t have to work and wouldn’t have to train for a job. They just send your welfare check and
‘welfare to work’ goes back to being plain old welfare.” Despite his facts being debunked, Romney’s
campaign ultimately spent half of its summer 2012 advertising funds on various welfare ads (Haney
López 2014, 163).
Notably, when poor whites do come into view, they are often demonized as backwards, racist,
“white trash” (Hartigan 2003). This depiction only intensified with the coverage of crystal
methamphetamine (meth) use in local and national media, which often seemed to revel in sordid
images of toothless, sore-covered poor whites, cooking meth in trailer parks. As the Chief Investigator
for the Elkhart County Prosecutor explained in 2010, “The demographic of a meth user/addict is an 18to 34-year-old white male or white female who works in manufacturing or labor…this county had a lot of
those people who met that demographic.”115 In 2009, Indiana competed with Missouri for the most
meth lab busts in the country, and Elkhart County topped the state with 109 meth lab seizures.116 The
irony is that most meth users were very hard workers, often supporting families by working long hours
in booming piece-rate recreational vehicle factories. Repeatedly, I heard stories of workers who had
been introduced to meth in factories; meth was a cheap way to improve efficiency, delay hunger and
exhaustion, and deal with monotony. (Notably, some of these workers eventually turned to one-pot
cooks as the price of meth went from $4000 per pound in 2004/5, to $17,500 in 2009, and
unemployment skyrocketed amid ongoing addiction.) 117 The Chief Investigator spoke of the “social
acceptance” of meth by manufacturers. He eventually convinced some to do pre-employment drug
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tests, but none were willing to do random testing.118 However, despite the complex stories of many
meth users, as well as the vast majority of poor and working class whites who are not meth users,
denigrating and stereotyping poor whites is largely accepted (Isenberg 2016). Not surprisingly, most of
the precarious white middle class becomes desperate to hide their poverty, ashamed of any past
misstep. This is only reinforced by ideals of self-reliance or liberal conceptions of the self-made
individual, despite our evident interdependence from birth to death, and further amplified by decades
of political rhetoric that have nonetheless stigmatized and continued to racialize and feminize
“dependency,” increasingly attaching it to a range of “deviant and superfluous” groups (Fraser and
Gordon 1994, 312).
In an extended interview with staff members at Church Community Service (CCS) in Elkhart, the
largest food pantry in the county, staff repeatedly spoke of former donors of food or money becoming
recipients and grappling with immense shame at receiving charity. The staff also emphasized that
roughly a third of their clients were living in households with at least one employed adult, yet they were
still unable to make ends meet due to underemployment, declining hours or wages, or the recent
unemployment of a spouse or partner. Staff estimated that they would see five new clients a day in
2007, compared to 25 new clients a day in 2009, a large number of whom were white. “They come in
and say, ‘I need help with food.’ They apologize for asking for help, heads down. ‘I’m sorry I have to ask
for help; I’ve never had to do this before. I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m the one that always gives.
I’ve always helped other people.’ I hear that a lot,” shared the Director of Client Services. She
continued, “We do have a lot of people that are receiving services that do want to volunteer. In fact, it’s
to the point where I’ve had to say we don’t need you right now, but we’ll put your name on a list.”119
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Most US residents remain “dependent” on others for a job and a wage; in Marxist terms, they
no longer control their own means of (re)production and, although legally free, must rely on a
relationship of exploitation to survive. In this sense, the demonization of the poor and unemployed
hides an economic system characterized by increasing wealth for a few built on the exploitation of the
majority, combined with ongoing dispossession and endemic economic crises. A few hours from Elkhart,
the City of Detroit filed the largest municipal bankruptcy in US history on 18 July 2013. By October 2014,
via the decisions of an unelected emergency manager and Veolia North America, some 30,000
households had been disconnected from water and sanitation, in a city surrounded by 20 percent of the
world’s fresh surface water. In some cases, Child Protective Services removed children for “neglect,” as
houses without water were deemed uninhabitable for children, particularly if families resisted shutoffs.
Unpaid water and sewage bills were attached to overdue property taxes, exposing thousands of
homeowners to property tax foreclosure, as happened in Elkhart. Like Elkhart but far surpassing it in
size, Detroit was a manufacturing center in the US. Established in 1918, the Ford River Rouge Complex
eventually employed over 100,000 Detroit residents. Today, technology and outsourcing—driven by the
pursuit of profit—have eliminated tens of thousands of jobs. River Rouge remains Ford’s single largest
manufacturing complex, yet it employs only 6,000 people. Despite a powerful grassroots movement
claiming their human rights to water and sanitation, the eventual municipal bankruptcy settlement did
not address these issues but instead cut pensions and denied any future inflationary increases. 120

Middle Class (White) Citizenship
Dixie Robinson, as a Goshen City Council Member, was faced with helping to govern her small
Elkhart County city through its worst economic crisis since the Great Depression. Robinson had already
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dealt with personal job loss when Johnson Controls, her employer of 40 years and once the top
employer in Goshen, Indiana, relocated its operations to Juarez, Mexico, in 2006. She began working
part-time at a grocery store chain. When I interviewed Robinson, she was clear that Johnson Controls
left for “cheaper labor down in Mexico,” but she put part of the blame on her own union. As part of the
union leadership and facing new contract negotiations, she had tried to warn her fellow workers that
“you’re not going to tell a company like Johnson Controls what they can do and what they can’t do;
they’d already moved a few lines to Mexico.”121 She was also clear that part of the blame should be
placed on federal policies that undermined manufacturing jobs and local economies in favor of big box
stores that sold goods made abroad in countries with lower labor standards and wages. She noted,
““Ross Perot hit the nail on the head. When he was running for President [in 1992], he tried to tell them
what would happen to this country if they passed NAFTA, and he was correct. You can’t go to town
anymore and buy stuff that was made in America.” However, she suggested that the most significant
challenge at the local level was the explosion of illegal immigration, and this represented a failure of the
national government, which had primary responsibility for the issue. Notably, Robinson was not actively
involved in the Tea Party, but she suggested, ““I support the Tea Party…They’re grassroots; they’re
Americans right down from the beginning.” She enumerated several successful events held by the
Elkhart County Patriots and bemoaned that more people were reluctant to become politically involved.
If Trump was not ultimately the preferred candidate of many Tea Party members, Dixie Robinson’s mix
of strong anti-illegal immigrant sentiments and protectionist leanings, driven by concerns for her
community, suggests that many Elkhart residents—including some engaged in or on the margins of the
Tea Party—were likely more receptive to his messages.
In 2008, shortly after successfully running for the Goshen City Council, Dixie Robinson decided to
co-found Citizens for Immigration Law Enforcement with another Council Member and other local
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community leaders, targeting the often-undocumented, primarily Mexican migrants that had come to
compose roughly one-third of the city, a former 'sundown town' in which non-whites were unwelcome
into the 1970s. “I’ve been told that there are actually signs down on the border saying, ‘If you want
work, go to Goshen, Indiana, or go to Elkhart County, Indiana,” explained Robinson, emphasizing,
“…people are so mad about what’s going on here, how local people couldn’t get jobs. But Hispanics can
go into these factories, and maybe can’t even talk English, and they’re being hired.”122 She spoke of
Spanish being spoken over public address systems in local factories; immigrants “driving these big SUVs,
no insurance on them, no driver’s license;” the “drain on the school system because of having to pay for
their lunches;” and some immigrants even importing drugs. Noting that her own granddaughter is
struggling to find a job and that abandoned and foreclosed houses now line most streets, Robinson
stressed, “It makes people absolutely furious that they have relatives that are losing their homes, that
have lived here all their lives, paid taxes, supported the Boys’ and Girls’ Clubs and the churches, and
they can’t get a job. But people are coming in here illegally and will work for half of what our wages
used to be, and they’re getting the jobs.” Goshen residents, as well as former co-workers and fellow
members of First Baptist Church, encouraged Robinson to run for City Council largely because of their
appreciation for her outspoken editorials on “illegal immigration” issues in the Goshen News. While
Robinson supports legal immigration, she was repeatedly clear that the federal government needed to
close the borders, actively deport, and incentivize the use of E-Verify (an Internet-based system run by
the US Citizenship and Immigration Service that allows businesses to determine the eligibility of job
applicants or employees to work in the US).
By early 2009, Citizens for Immigration Law Enforcement (CILE) had some 250 members,
counting multiple local politicians as allies, notably including Indiana House Representative Tim Neese
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(Republican) of Elkhart.123 Shortly before my interview with Robinson, in August 2011, I participated in a
CILE event, attended by well over 100 residents, with Indiana Senator Mike Delph (Republican), who was
speaking about the recently passed Senate Enrolled Act 590 (SEA590), which he authored and cosponsored by Representative Neese to address illegal immigration. 124 Initially, the Indiana Act echoed
many provisions of the notorious Arizona Senate Bill 1070, including a provision authorizing and
expecting local and state police to inquire about the immigration status of anyone they stop, based on a
“reasonable suspicion” that they may be an undocumented migrant. After 39 Democrats staged a fiveweek walkout of the Indiana House and Governor Daniels intervened to broker a compromise on a
weakened SB590, this provision was removed. However, during a Town Hall Meeting in Bristol (Elkhart
County), Indiana, on 9 June 2011, Representative Neese said that he would co-author a more aggressive
amendment on law enforcement during the next session, arguing, “If there is probable cause, meaning if
someone looks Hispanic, I think it is okay to ask: do you have proper documentation?”125 Notably,
Sheriff Joe Arpaio of Maricopa County, Arizona, had become a minor celebrity in Elkhart, as well as
nationwide, for his aggressive targeting of undocumented migrants, which led to civil and federal
lawsuits against him for racial profiling. Despite a last minute cancellation in December 2009, Sheriff
Arpaio agreed to attend a fundraiser for Tim Neese and Bill Wargo, then Chief Investigator for the
Elkhart County Prosecutor and candidate for County Sheriff.126 During the first few months of 2011,

123

Tim Vandenack. 9 March 2009. Immigration law group's calls put businesses on notice about illegals. The Elkhart
Truth. At: http://www.elkharttruth.com/news/2009/03/09/Immigration-law-group-s-calls-put-businesses-onnotice-about-illegals.html. Last visited: 15 November 2015.
124
Fieldnotes 24 August 2011. See also: Tim Vandenack. 24 August 2011. Sen. Delph: Immigration laws need to be
enforced. The Elkhart Truth. At: http://www.elkharttruth.com/news/2011/08/24/Sen-Delph-Immigration-lawsneed-to-be-enforced.html. Last visited: 15 November 2015. Notably, substantial portions of both laws were
ultimately blocked by courts as unconstitutional; see: Jim Masters. 29 March 2013. Federal appeals judge blocks
portions of Indiana's immigration law. The Times. At: http://www.nwitimes.com/news/local/lake/federal-appealsjudge-blocks-portions-of-indiana-s-immigration-law/article_a2772ba9-5e26-59c2-95e5-7002cdad7011.html. Last
visited: 15 November 2015.
125
Fieldnotes 9 June 2011.
126
Truth Staff. 9 December 2009. Elkhart: Arizona sheriff will not attend Wargo and Neese's fundraiser. The Elkhart
Truth. At: http://www.elkharttruth.com/news/2009/12/09/Elkhart-Arizona-sheriff-will-not-attend-Wargo-andNeese-s-fundraiser.html. Last visited: 15 November 2015.

106

Wargo would ultimately collaborate with Arpaio on illegal immigration and drug problems in Arizona.127
Although Wargo failed to secure elected office, Neese has repeatedly and easily secured elected office,
becoming the Mayor of the City of Elkhart after a landslide victory in 2015. At the 2011 Town Hall in
Bristol, he claimed that over 80 percent of his constituents had supported the original SB590, which
became the water-downed SEA590.
That same summer, I ended up at a cookout in Elkhart, with a number of factory workers, a selfdescribed libertarian Republican candidate for city council, and several members of a local roller derby
team. Much of the talk revolved around the economy, the ongoing lack of jobs at some of the
historically larger factories. Several people worked at a factory “altering and shipping doors.” The doors
were made in Texas. One of the men blamed this on the large number of migrants willing to work at low
wages in Texas, but he noted that this was also largely due to lack of labor protections for migrants, as
well as “amoral” corporations “concerned about the bottom line.” When asked about the role of
government, he quickly clarified that he was a “libertarian,” because governments are at least as
problematic as corporations. He ultimately suggested, with others actively agreeing, “I think that the key
is education. Society can’t change until every child gets a quality education, whether you’re a rich white
kid in the suburbs or a poor black kid in the ghetto.”128 At this point, one of the roller derby skaters
spoke up; she would not put her son in Goshen Public Schools today. She claimed that over half of
students were now Latino and often didn’t speak English, thanks to signs inviting immigrants on the USMexico Border, supposedly placed there by Goshen College. (According to the Indiana Department of
Education, in the 2009-2010 school year, 60 percent of students were white, while 33 percent were
Latino, four percent multiracial, one percent Black, and one percent Asian, but the demographic shifts
have been substantial since she graduated from Goshen High School in 2001.) Her statements led to a
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heated debate among her friends, and—importantly for this chapter—she was not a Tea Party member
but perhaps indicative of pervasive perceptions among much of the population.
Yet overtly racist statements were very rare at Tea Party meetings in Elkhart. At my first
Michiana 9/12 meeting, the owner of a small electrical-mechanical business—who strongly advocated
gun ownership—evidently disturbed the other participants eating spaghetti at my table, declaring, “I am
sorry if this offends anyone, but I'm a racist. I'm tired of seeing Black people on the front page of the
Elkhart Truth. There are three pictures of Black people for every picture of a white person.” He was
directly challenged by another participant.129 This was the only direct proclamation of racism and
perhaps clearest racist statement that appears in my field notes. Yet these gatherings took place in a
national and local context where explanations for the economic crisis often blamed lax immigration
policy and enforcement threatening community well-being, social policies and spending that coddled
the (racialized) poor and undermined self-reliance, and an apologetic foreign policy unwilling to confront
both economic and religious rivals.
At a national level, perhaps the most damning critique of the Tea Party movement was the
accusation of racism, which was fueled by viral images of certain protest signs and well-publicized,
deeply disturbing incidents during a protest against the passage of health care reform in May 2010. As
the Huffington Post reported: “A staffer for Rep. James Clyburn (D-S.C.) told reporters that Rep.
Emanuel Cleaver (D-Mo.) had been spat on by a protestor. Rep. John Lewis (D-Ga.), a hero of the civil
rights movement, was called a 'ni--er.' And Rep. Barney Frank (D-Mass.) was called a ‘faggot.’”130 Racial
epithets were also directed towards Rep. André D. Carson, from Indiana’s Seventh Congressional
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District, covering much of Indianapolis.131 Following these national incidents, the NAACP adopted a
resolution at its 101st National Convention in July 2010, “condemning outspoken racist elements within
the Tea Party, and called upon Tea Party leaders to repudiate those in their ranks who use white
supremacist language;” a few months later, Benjamin Todd Jealous argued that this had substantial
impacts, from the decision to expel Tea Party Express Spokesperson Mark Williams from the Tea Party
Federation for racist statements to FreedomWorks launching a “Diverse Tea” website with images of
nonwhite Tea Party members.132 FreedomWorks, Tea Party Express and the rightwing of the Republican
Party then foregrounded black Tea Party spokespeople who voiced the color-blind assertion that “We
are all Americans.” This worked to foreclose many accusations of racism, and then the same
spokespeople often went a step further by blaming racial tensions on President Obama and other black
leaders as well as amplifying questions about their legitimacy. Dr. Alan Keyes, former diplomat and
regular political candidate, brought a lawsuit challenging the validity of President Obama’s birth
certificate and remained a lead proponent of the “birther controversy,” in addition to calling the
President a “radical communist” and predicting another Civil War.133 In 2011, questions about President
Obama status as a natural born citizen, as well as strong anti-Muslim sentiments, were similarly voiced
by Tea Party favorite and leading Republican Presidential candidate Herman Cain. FreedomWorks hired
as their Director of Outreach Deneen Borelli, a regular Fox News contributor and author of Blacklash:
How Obama and the Left are Driving Americans to the Government Plantation; in addition to making a
veiled comparison of the President to a slave owner, she consistently blames President Obama, Attorney
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General Eric Holder, and other black Democrats for heightening racial divisions in the country. As one
final example, the Tea Party Express rolled into Elkhart, on 2 September 2011, and was greeted by some
200 residents. State candidates, like Richard Mourdock, took the stage, together with Sharron Angle,
who was challenging Harry Reid for his US Senate seat in Nevada. Lloyd Marcus sang his American Tea
Party Anthem and Taking Back America, but not before insisting, “I’m not an African-American. I’m an
American…When they call you a racist, that’s just another trick to silence you and me.”134 He spoke of
the danger represented by “Barack Hussein Obama.” Lloyd has also written a book, entitled Confessions
of a Black Conservative: How the Left has shattered the dreams of Martin Luther King, Jr., with a
foreword by Michelle Malkin.
On 28 July 2009, discussing how President Obama handled the arrest of Dr. Henry Louis Gates,
Jr., Glenn Beck suggested, "This president, I think, has exposed himself as a guy, over and over and over
again, who has a deep-seated hatred for white people or the white culture." When the moderator noted
that President Obama had a range of white advisors, Beck persisted, "I'm not saying he doesn't like
white people. I'm saying he has a problem. He has a -- this guy is, I believe, a racist."135 Then, 13
months later, Glenn Beck drew tens of thousands to Washington, DC, for his Restoring Honor Rally on
the anniversary of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s, March on Washington. Dr. King’s niece and anti-abortion
activist, Alveda King, took the stage with Glenn Beck and recalled her uncle’s “I Have a Dream” speech
47 years earlier. She suggested, “If Uncle Martin could be here today, he would surely commend us for
giving honor where honor is due. He would surely remind us that as brothers and sisters united by one
blood in one single race, the human race, we are called to honor God and love one another.”136
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Similar patterns played out at the local and state levels. Emery McClendon, the black founder
and leader of the nearby Fort Wayne Tea Party in northern Indiana, was a regular guest at Tea Party
events around the state. His commentaries as a member of Project 21: The National Leadership
Network of Black Conservatives and other conservative networks were regularly cited. In July 2010,
following accusations of racism leveled against the Tea Party, McClendon wrote:
I am a conservative African-American and a veteran. I have not only attended several tea
parties, but I organized one in Fort Wayne, Indiana in April of 2009. Our keynote speaker was
another African-American: former U.N. diplomat and presidential candidate Dr. Alan Keyes.
Despite this evident tea party diversity, I am outraged at the biased media coverage claiming the
contrary. The racist accusations against tea parties are false, and they do not portray the truth
about a powerful and effective movement that is waking up Americans to the principles that
founded this great nation. The media is largely remiss in allowing conservative blacks to make
the case for the tea parties and refute the myth that they are monochromatic. I have attended
dozens of tea parties, and have been featured as a speaker at several of them….It is a movement
that unites everyone — regardless of race. I have never encountered racism at any of the
events I have attended throughout Indiana or in other states….The tea party movement is
bringing truly patriotic Americans back to our founding principles and recreating a love for our
Constitution. It does this across racial and cultural barriers.137
Notably, McClendon won the Americans for Prosperity's 2010 Activist of the Year award and the
Heritage Foundation’s Salvatori Prize for American Citizenship also in 2010. Echoing at least an aspect of
McClendon’s analysis, Tea Party leaders often emphasized their lack of racism, their support for
explicitly “legal immigration,” and their desire to welcome diverse community members. Despite a
membership that remained almost all white, Elkhart Tea Party and 9/12 groups consistently had at least
one person of color on the stage at public events and rallies. 0n 11 June 2011, McClendon gave a
warmly received speech at a rally for Richard Mourdock in Kokomo, IN, co-organized by Tea-MAC.
Emphasizing the importance of the Constitution, he spoke of the need to “use or lose” our “freedom
and liberty.” He emphasized, “We want a White House that believes in America! We need a President
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that stops apologizing for America!” The US was exceptional in his description, because God was the
author of our freedom. At the beginning of his speech, McClendon emphasized, “I am an American, not
a black American…we are standing for America!”138
At a minimum, the various Elkhart Tea Party groupings tended to be attuned to the politics of
representation; public rallies or events consistently had one or more persons of color on the stage, even
if the audience remained predominantly white. At Tea Party meetings, both young people and people
of color tended to be given a warm welcome and disproportionate attention, perhaps due to the desire
to counter mainstream characterizations of the movement. Ad hominem attacks on President Obama
did not directly attack his racial identity but rather his potential religious affiliation(s), his citizenship
status, or his background as a community organizer in the mode of Saul Alinsky. These were arguably
coded forms of racism, accepted in part due to the history of created and enforced racial divides and
animosity in the US. At a minimum, they were forms of discrimination condoned by mainstream media
and political discourse. Often echoing Glenn Beck, it was not uncommon for Tea Party members to
highlight the racism on the Left, from Woodrow Wilson to Margaret Sanger. With substantial historical
accuracy, Suzy, one of the leaders of Tea-MAC, explained that Woodrow Wilson “lied to the Black
people,” secured their vote and then implemented segregation in the armed forces and throughout
society. Delving into debates about Margaret Sanger’s connections to eugenicists and her Negro
Project, Suzy further explained, ”[Woodrow Wilson] was also a very good friend of Margaret Sanger’s,
who founded Planned Parenthood to murder black babies because they believed that they were lesser
humans, and they not only did it to murder off black babies but anybody else that they deemed not
100% ok by their standard.”139 Tea Party leaders often embraced (aspects of) the Civil Rights Movement
and would not recognize themselves as racists.
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Another Tea Party leader, who had hosted a Chinese exchange student, noted that President
Obama’s “Muslim name” had triggered his initial research into his background. During a formal
interview, Bob suggested:
[Obama] claimed to be a Christian, but he had this very Muslim name. I looked up his church
and it was straight liberation theology with a black twist. It wasn’t the land owner’s plantation
thing that you see in Latin America; it was the industrial class warfare is really what it is, same
idea exactly. Then I saw that he was from the back of the yards in the South Side of Chicago:
that’s where Alinsky was from.140
His statement evokes stereotypes, and a better interviewer would have asked what he meant by “with a
black twist.” But it would also be disingenuous to simplify or caricature Bob. He is an articulate
scientist, well-versed in history, seasoning his speech with literary references, who ultimately rejected
potential wealth for religious calling. If evangelical missions is inherently paternalistic, it also affirms all
people as God’s creation and equally worthy of love and forgiveness. However, in the post-9/11 United
States, steeped in Fox News and ongoing wars with Muslim “enemies,” who “deny girls the right to
education” and “kill their own people,” being afraid of a Muslim President was seemingly acceptable,
especially if he was also likely a socialist as well. This is particularly true for the average Tea Party leader
who grew up amid Cold War propaganda in the US.
As explained more fully in the previous chapter, race and racism have played out in complex
ways in the history of Elkhart and Indiana. In 1851, Elkhart was one of only four counties to vote
against Article XIII of the State Constitution, which stated: “No negro or mulatto shall come into, or
settle in the State, after the adoption of this Constitution” Thornbrough 1993, 68). Elkhart, as well as
northern Indiana, was a manufacturing and railroad hub that drew African American workers from the
US South and immigrant workers from Southern and Eastern Europe during the industrial booms and
worker shortages of World Wars I and II. Unlike much of Indiana, Elkhart long had integrated schools,
but this ended temporarily for elementary school students in 1929, towards the end of the Ku Klux Klan
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revival across the state and much of the country (Thornbrough 2000, 62). The Klan followed the
nationalist backlash of WWI, which decimated the socialist and other radical movements that had often
upheld equal rights for women and black workers. Many Tea Party leaders have family stories of being
members of European ethnicities that were not warmly welcomed until after World War II, or being
Catholic and thus also targeted by the KKK in the 1920s.
Many leaders remember their own families struggling, working hard, saving and slowly getting
ahead. The Elkhart County CIO adopted resolutions calling on defense manufacturers to hire blacks in
1942, following the strong anti-discrimination stance of both the national and Indiana Congress of
Industrial Organizations (CIO).141 In 1947, with black students still educated in a separate and
substandard building, the Elkhart County CIO united with the NAACP in support of a campaign launched
by black parents to enroll their children in the nearest neighborhood schools. Ultimately, PTAs, the
ministerial alliance and other organizations also supported this campaign, forcing the school board to
close the black elementary school and hire its black teachers.142 Several older residents shared
recollections of students getting along well at school in this period, but when I would press them with
further questions, most also noted that there was little socializing between whites and blacks outside of
school. In 1964, Indiana Governor Matthew E. Welsh successfully contested the Democratic presidential
primary, challenging Alabama Governor George Wallace, who nonetheless secured substantial Hoosier
votes with calls for states’ rights, patriotism, and order, notably with the support of the John Birch
Society. Later that year, Welsh delivered his delegates to Lyndon Baines Johnson, who won Indiana with
a commitment to advance civil rights and the War on Poverty.143 Yet, urban renewal in the 1960s and
into the 1970s, often targeted black communities, dispersing residents and often failing to guarantee
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better housing for them. In Elkhart, an important historic black community, known as Cozy Corners, was
demolished and notably never fully redeveloped. I briefly revisit these various historical moments in
Elkhart to suggest that there is not a simple story to tell about race and racism. Racism in many forms is
clearly present historically and today in Elkhart and throughout the Midwest, but so is a history of antiracist struggles and class struggles that united people across historic divisions of race. These struggles
have often had more to do with religious and moral understandings than political affiliations.
Despite their role in shaping US history and society, race and racism, as well as the impacts of
racism and white privilege, are seldom thoughtfully discussed. A helpful analysis is provided by Lisa
Disch, who rejects “the tendency among some on the Left to ‘other’ Tea Party mobilization as irrational,
immoderate, racist—simply antithetical to liberal America.” She refers to the Tea Party as a “white
citizenship movement” in defense of material interests—particularly Social Security and Medicare—in a
context in which New Deal social welfare programs were not race-neutral, particularly in their
implementation (Disch 2012, 134). While over 90 percent of Tea Party members supported smaller
government in a New York Times and CBS News National Survey in April 2010, Disch highlights that “62
percent of Tea Party supporters affirmed that [Social Security and Medicare] are ‘worth’ the expense to
taxpayers” (Disch 2012, 136). Affirming the dignity and self-sufficiency of workers, the Social Security
Act of 1935 deemed social security a universal benefit or insurance responding to the common condition
of old age and based on contributions over one’s lifetime as a worker. Social Security was contrasted
with needs-based programs for those who could not “independently” support themselves, and
“dependency” became a mark of personal failings. Deepening existing inequalities, the Social Security
Act initially excluded agricultural and domestic workers, government employees, casual laborers and the
self-employed, collectively more than 40 percent of the population and disproportionately composed of
African Americans. These formal exclusions were echoed in the 1935 National Labor Relations Act and
the 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act, as well as via publicly proclaimed and government tolerated
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discrimination, particularly in hiring (Goldfield 1997). Similarly, the National Housing Act of 1934, which
created the Federal Housing Authority (FHA), encouraged builders to use restrictive covenants that
blocked sale to Catholics and Jews before World War II and then continued to block sale to African
Americans after the War. “Created by and for banks and the housing industry,” the FHA also practiced
redlining in urban areas, denying guaranteed FHA and VA mortgages or home improvement loans
foremost to poorer, minority communities.144 Disch suggests: “[T]he New Deal helped to construct
‘white citizenship.’ This is not because it was racist but, rather, precisely because it differentiated
citizens into racialized groups while appearing to be race-blind…[White citizenship] is constituted by an
independence that seems to have been personally earned when it is, in fact, publicly subsidized” (Disch
2012, 140). In analyzing the GI Bill, Karen Brodkin similarly suggests: “I call it affirmative action because
it aimed at and disproportionately helped male, Euro-origin GIs” (Brodkin 1994, 88). She emphasizes
that women, who had served in the military, were not considered “veterans” due to being noncombatants and were thus denied access to benefits. Similarly, in the military and northern cities,
where many African Americans migrated for industrial jobs, they faced discrimination; although 20,000
African American veterans attended college by 1947, primarily in black colleges, almost 15,000 were
denied entry (Brodkin 1994, 92).
Social Security was finally extended to cover most agricultural and domestic and many selfemployed workers in 1950 and 1954.145 As a result of the Civil Rights Movement, overt discrimination in
employment practices was gradually curtailed by the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and discrimination in
mortgage lending was challenged by the Fair Housing Act of 1968 and Community Reinvestment Act of
1977. Despite these legislative victories, discriminatory practices in the real estate and finance sectors
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continued to face the black community, together other forms of structural racism (Taylor 2019).
However, middle class white communities—in Elkhart and across the country—often focused on the
massive social upheaval, including the urban uprisings/riots of the late 1960s despite civil rights
victories, the Vietnam War and then the oil crisis and recession of the early 1970s. In Elkhart,
unresolved issues of racism and discrimination exploded in May 1971, forcing the closure of Elkhart High
School for four and a half days. Following prom, a group of white students threatened and ultimately
forced a group of black students away from Warren Dunes State Park. The following week, a series of
tense confrontations unfolded. On 18 May, police and community leaders managed to keep to large
groups from clashing as black students and other community members gathered on Benham Avenue
and whites massed near the downtown post office, just blocks away and divided by the train tracks. The
following day, properties in the predominantly black South Central Elkhart were damaged, including a
warehouse almost destroyed by arson and a house hit by a Molotov cocktail.146 At a resulting meeting
of city and school officials in late May, black community leaders demanded busing to increase
integration of all schools. Edith Paisley, then Elkhart NAACP President, demanded, "If we can't move
into the neighborhood, then bus us in. Blacks will move in if you aren't careful because they want the
good schools and good teachers also." As community leaders had been pointing out for many years,
there was still substantial de facto segregation in Elkhart’s schools below the high school level. Facing
slow progress over the next several years, the Elkhart NAACP Chapter filed a complaint with the Office
of Civil Rights of the US Department of Education in 1979, ultimately forcing the school system to create
a committee on integration, with their recommendations leading to busing to more fully integrate the
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four junior high schools in 1980.147 Amid an ongoing economic recession, this was the moment when
many historic Democratic voters helped to elect President Ronald Reagan. Looking at the same moment
among the middle class Jews and Italians of Canarsie, Brooklyn, one of the many “Middle Americas” that
“felt itself a victim,” Jonathan Rieder did not gloss over racism—clear in reactions to busing there—but
highlighted the abandonment experienced by a large cross section of Americans who had supported the
New Deal coalition, as well as Kennedy and Johnson, concluding:
For a variety of reasons, liberals did not sympathize with the suffering of people like those who
live in Canarsie: white discontent was morally less compelling than the black plight; a significant
portion of white resistance stemmed from ugly racism; and some liberals held stereotypes that
denied the progressive strains in Middle America…Brooklyn Jews and Italians did not simply bolt
from the Democratic Party, they were also driven out of it (Reider 1985, 4 and 262).
In Elkhart, many Tea Party members also saw their current well-being—which for many was
closely tied to Social Security payments and Medicare—threatened by the Community Reinvestment Act
as the alleged cause of the financial crisis, health care reform (dubbed “Obamacare”) that could
undermine the quality of their benefits or even lead to “death panels,” the stimulus program that
promised to push the US into unsustainable debt, and other government welfare programs that are
abused primarily by “undeserving” individuals, including immigrants. On a daily basis, these fears were
amplified by Fox News and a slew of commentators on the Right and then endlessly recirculated via
social media and online discussion groups. In turn, this was fed by successful attacks on ACORN, a
grassroots organization that had evolved into a national advocacy organization for affordable housing,
mortgage protection and regulation of predatory lending, as well as fair wages.148 Bob, the leader of the
Elkhart County Patriots, described his own research into the Troubled Asset Relief Program (TARP) and
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the bailout of Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae,149 suggesting that Obama had used the Community
Reinvestment Act to block redlining, “which caused the poison mortgages to get deposited into the
system. Mortgages that people couldn’t possibly pay. I looked for a few examples of people who had
pushed this, and I found Obama writing the legal arguments against Chase Bank [for redlining
practices].” This ultimately created a “time bomb” for the financial system, according to Bob, who
continued: “Bush fought for years to try to get this thing corrected. I think there were five or six times
they went before the Congress, and they were told by Barney Frank, ‘Everything’s fine; you’re just trying
to work against these poor people that don’t have very much money but still need a home.’”150
In the New York Times and CBS News National Survey of Tea Party Supporters, referenced
above, two questions stood out as relevant to this discussion, with the first set of percentages
representing the wider population and the second, bolded percentages representing Tea Party (TP)
supporters, as surveyed from 5-12 April 2010:
51. In general, do you think the policies of the Obama Administration favor the rich, favor the
middle class, favor the poor, or do they treat all groups equally?
Favor rich
Favor middle class
Favor poor
Treat equally [Don’t Know]
17
19
27
27
9
TP
16
6
56
9
13
52. In general, do you think the policies of the Obama administration favor whites over blacks,
favor blacks over whites, or do they treat both groups the same?
Favor whites over blacks Favor blacks over whites Treat both the same [Don’t Know]
2
11
83
5
TP
1
25
65
9151
Responses to the first question (51) suggest that the number of Tea Party supporters that felt that the
policies of the Obama administration benefitted the wealthy basically mirrors the wider population. A
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substantial divergence occurs in the disproportionate number of Tea Party supporters that felt that
these same policies benefited the poor. Arguably, this suggests that supporters predominantly
identified as “middle class,” as opposed to “poor,” and objectively their way of life and wider class
mobility was under assault, if by a range of factors and conditions. The responses to the second
question show a smaller divergence, with the majority of Tea Party supporters (65%) thinking that the
policies of the Obama administration treated whites and blacks equally, but a larger percentage than the
general population assuming that they favored blacks. At one level, this is again not surprising given the
intensive coverage of President Obama’s linkages to Rev. Jeremiah Wright and Black Liberation Theology
and the coded racism present in various political campaigns.
Gerry, the working-class founder of the short-lived fourth Tea Party in Elkhart, had vague
memories of George Wallace running for President when he was 8 or 9 years old, and hoping—
presumably with his parents—that he would win. “Many years later I would learn of his racist legacy,”
recounted Gerry. 152 None of the Tea Party leaders with whom I interacted had a progressive graduate
school understanding of race and racism, and perhaps none would have admitted white privilege. But
they also didn’t see themselves as racist, welcomed black and Latino leaders, and could acknowledge
historic injustices, even embracing (aspects of) the legacy of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. In his efforts
to confront conspiracy theories undermining the church and Republican Party, Gerry had been in
periodic contact with the Southern Poverty Law Center. On multiple occasions in our conversations,
Gerry pointed out the logical inconsistency of declaring that President Obama was both a Muslim and a
follower of Black (Christian) Liberation Theology. He was frustrated that this, together with the ongoing
“birther” conspiracy, distracted from a serious political debate, including how to ensure good jobs and
self-reliance for the middle class, as well as undermining the mission and work of the Christian churches.
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Both Bottom-Up and Top-Down
From the inception of the Tea Party, Democratic and progressive commentators—often far
removed from any local Tea Party groups—assumed that this was a movement driven, led and funded, if
not outright fabricated, by Washington insiders and corporate billionaires with the help of Fox News,
dubbing it “astroturf.”153 Others grappled more fully with the question of whether the Tea Party was a
bottom-up or top-down phenomenon. In line with my own ethnographic research, some eventually
concluding that it was both, finding strong grassroots groups benefitting from and/or being coopted by
national organizations and media coverage (Skocpol and Williamson 2012; Westmeyer 2016).
The preceding sections suggest that this movement was propelled at least partially by economic
and social conditions. The largest economic crisis since the Great Depression, inequality levels not seen
since immediately before the Great Depression,154 and a rapidly changing, contentious world—which
collectively threatened the economic well-being and social stability of many in the US—arguably pushed
a portion of people in Elkhart into action in defense of their families and friends and their vision of the
US. For many of the leaders discussed above, the economic crisis had personal impacts and led to
deeper reflection on the causes of the crisis and the conditions in the US. Scott explained, “Personally,
I, my business partner and my financier were very adversely affected during the economic
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downturn…When it hits at home like that , everything you hear becomes reality…I had been
independently employed for four years and had been very blessed. Then all of a sudden I had to go get
a job.”155 Many others struggled to find jobs. Some ended up at Church Community Services or other
food pantries, just trying to ensure that their families could eat. Others were troubled by the prospects
for their children and grandchildren.
The rise of the Tea Party also partially reflects the failures of the Democratic Party to represent
the interests of working people, as well as the political genius of some on the Right of the Republican
Party in manipulating historic societal divisions. Discussing his disillusionment with the Democratic
Party, one Tea Party leader explained, “…the growth of the liberal-progressive movement, in fact I dare
to even use liberal—you notice I don’t use the Democratic Party, because that party died shortly after
John Kennedy did. My whole family were Democrats, previous incarnation of Democrats,…previous to
the 1960’s, I think the Democratic Party was noted to be for the working person.”156 Echoing a similar
sentiment at a Michiana 9/12 meeting, Scott suggested that he would vote for John F. Kennedy today, as
he was pro-life, anti-Communist, and perhaps more conservative than any current presidential
candidate. Even if a true Republican won the 2012 presidential race, Scott was convinced that after 40
years of the welfare state, it would take at least 20 years to undo the damage.157
Unlike some leaders in Elkhart, Scott had been a lifelong Republican and consistently “prolimited government.” Together with the Constitution, he advocated capitalism, Ayn Rand and
compassionate charitable responses led by faith-based institutions at repeated Michiana 9/12 meetings.
In discussing the causes of the economic crisis, Scott suggested, “We have tried to give too much to
everybody,” creating “entitlement mindsets.” As a result, banks, automobile manufactures, hospitals
and other businesses are failing as a result of being burdened by pensions and longstanding union
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agreements. However, citing large pensions as an example of “giv[ing] too much to everybody,” his
story took a surprising turn as he targeted companies like GM, Ford, and Chrysler for misappropriating
the funds of “people that worked really hard all their life.” These companies, in Scott’s narrative, have
ostensibly said to workers, “’We spent your money. Your pension’s gone…’ That’s dirty pool. To do that
and then that employee, where does that leave him? That leaves him coming to the Federal
Government saying, ‘Help me out.’”158 In this story, government spending or policy is not at fault, but
rather companies have cheated their workers and put retirees at the mercy of government support.
If economic conditions drove many into action, some of these same leaders and many Tea Party
members were also deeply concerned about a loss of morality, a turning away from Christianity, and
threats to US hegemony, as a country historically blessed by God. The Tea Party from this angle was
arguably a continuation of the struggles of the Christian Right against abortion and gay rights. These
struggles have been fought passionately at the grassroots level for decades, with many clergy serving as
organizers holding the Bible in one hand and the bullhorn in the other, and these local struggles broke
their isolation, found validation, and were often united into larger movements by religious leaders with
national platforms. Similarly, the Tea Party echoed the neoconservative politics—grounded in
nationalism and moralism—that had characterized the presidency of George W. Bush. The Tea Party
also foregrounded the Constitution and evoking 19th century small-government liberalism, at points
reinforcing the neoliberal rhetoric that had been championed by both parties over the past few decades.
Even as many local leaders had been previously engaged in anti-abortion struggles, Republican
campaigns, or other conservative causes, it is certainly true that several think tanks—including a few
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linked to the Koch brothers—had been disseminating ideas that became core to the Tea Party
movement, while Fox News actively promoted the movement.159
My research in Elkhart and northern Indiana-southern Michigan found strong grassroots Tea
Party groups, yet my fuller observations tend to resonate with Theda Skocpol and Vanessa Williamson’s
suggestion: “Considered in its entirety, the Tea Party is neither a top-down creation nor a bottom-up
explosion.” Their analysis focuses on three forces that intertwined the form the Tea Party: grassroots
activism, national funders and advocacy groups, and a powerful conservative media (Skocpol and
Williamson 2012, 12). If my own analysis would give the greatest weight to grassroots activism, at least
in Elkhart and the surrounding area, the other two forces were undoubtedly significant. Clarence Y. H.
Lo argues, “…in its initial stage, the Tea party was Astroturf-grassroots contrivance; in a second stage,
however, the grassroots developed an autonomy (both strategically and organizationally) that
revitalized the Republican Party” (Lo 2012, 98). Lo suggests that a quickly formed National Tea Party
Coalition, in close connection with FreedomWorks, “test marketed” CNBC commentator Rick Santelli’s
call for a “Chicago Tea Party” from the floor of the Chicago Mercantile Exchange on 19 February 2009.
This Coalition then instigated initial protests in February and March 2009, including via public relations
specialists and conference calls coordinating conservative activists in 18 cities. However, a second wave
of mobilization led to greater grassroots independence, beginning with some 300,000 people protesting
across 350 cities on Tax Day (15 April) 2009. Lo’s research effectively and importantly captures the
machinations of key rightwing operatives and libertarian think tanks, but his analysis arguably and
perhaps inevitably fails to capture the nuance of particular Tea Party groups and their origins.
If Bob—founder of the Elkhart County Patriots—ultimately became a proponent of
Freedomworks and an avid campaigner for Republican Tea Party candidates, it is important to note that
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the first rally, which he organized to greet President Obama on his Elkhart trip to launch the stimulus
package, was a couple weeks before Rick Santelli “launched” the Tea Party from the floor of the Chicago
Mercantile Exchange. When President Obama returned to Elkhart, on 9 February 2009, mere days into
his presidency and still very popular, Bob rallied 15 of his friends across northern Indiana to protest his
stimulus plan.160 Many early commentators focused on who on the national level represented (the
vociferous libertarian Rick Santelli or the conservative moralist Glenn Beck) or was driving (the Koch
brothers) the Tea Party.161 Bob was a passionate campaigner for Mike Huckabee before the Tea Party,
and he had a wide network in the evangelical Christian community before Rick Santelli’s invectives.
Similarly, multiple Tea Party leaders highlighted their respect and appreciation for the libertarian
Citizens for Common Sense in St. Joseph County, in northern Indiana, which had opposed taxes and
regulation for almost a decade prior to the Tea Party. Many pastors and homeschooling parents had
already promoted efforts to reclaim of “the Founding Fathers,” the Constitution and the US as a
Christian nation, convinced of American exceptionalism. If multiple conservative and libertarian
websites, blogs, email lists, radio and television programs ultimately provided a steady stream of
information and commentary to different individuals, the primary vehicle for organization and online
discussion for almost all Tea Party groups in northern Indiana were locally controlled Meetup groups.
In Elkhart, similar to many locations across the country, local groups largely rejected the Tea
Party Express bus tour, which made a stop at a downtown park in the City of Elkhart, on 2 September
2011. Some 150 people participated in the noon rally, but many were seemingly drawn by the presence
of Richard Mourdock, who had announced his Senate run against Richard Lugar, as well as a Republican
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candidate for Indiana Governor.162 The Elkhart County Patriots were probably most open to the
potential value of the Tea Party Express, but Bob noted that they are “really just a rally group; they don't
get a lot done.” His one note of clear praise was for Lloyd Marcus, explaining, “His writing is excellent.
He's the son of a firefighter in Baltimore…He's black, a brilliant guy and very much worth reading.”163 In
September 2012, the Elkhart County Patriots supported a Tea Party Express rally, given the invitations to
Richard Mourdock, who had received the endorsement of the Tea Party Express in his Senate run, and
Jackie Walorski, another local Tea Party favorite and ultimately successful candidate for the US House of
Representatives.164
In Elkhart and arguably through much of Indiana, FreedomWorks was the most widely embraced
of the national organizations promoting the Tea Party. Others have written useful overviews of
FreedomWorks, which was connected to the Tea Party Patriots,165 promoted the first “Tea Party” rallies
with Americans for Prosperity and the Sam Adams Alliance on 27 February 2009, supported the first Tea
Party Express Bus Tour launched on 28 August 2009, and hosted the first Washington, DC, rally (and
related two-day grassroots training for 2,000 activists) on 12 September 2009. The rally was endorsed
by the Tea Party Patriots, Tea Party Express, ResistNet, Tea Party Nation, Americans for Tax Reform, Club
for Growth (run by Chris Chocola until 2014, and now by David McIntosh, both former US
Congresspersons representing Indiana) and others. FreedomWorks has advocated a focus on “fiscal
responsibility, constitutionally limited government, and free markets,” as reflected in the Declaration of
Tea Party Independence that emerged from their leadership summit in January 2010, yet despite its
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willingness to partner with Glenn Beck, it opposed inclusion of moral or “social issues” in the Tea Party
platform (Burghart 2012). This said, many groups in Elkhart and Indiana ultimately allied with
FreedomWorks due to their endorsement of Richard Mourdock, whose Senate race failed after an
October 2012 debate in which he stated that he did not support abortion in cases of rape and incest,
explaining, “I struggled with it myself for a long time, but I came to realize life is that gift from God, and I
think even when life begins in that horrible situation of rape, that it is something that God intended to
happen.”166
However, FreedomWorks followed (instead of instigated) the grassroots mobilization for
Richard Mourdock. On 11 June 2011, Tea-MAC co-organized a rally for Mourdock in Kokomo, Indiana,
with other groups from Kokomo, Indianapolis, White County, Greene County, St. Joe County and
beyond. Tea-MAC had already endorsed Mourdock, and they were actively pushing FreedomWorks to
endorse his campaign. However, Suzy explained, “FreedomWorks was at that time undergoing
becoming a Super PAC…But FreedomWorks dragged their heels and dragged their heels as they were
going through this, and finally they did endorse him [after the rally]. Although they do things that we
are not in agreement with, the point of the matter is they are back in the state.”167 When I interviewed
Suzy, she invited me to a training being organized by FreedomWorks in Elkhart, on 13 December 2011,
as part of a weeklong series of grassroots trainings in Indiana. Similarly, Bob explained, “Okay,
FreedomWorks. Every time we go to DC, we stop at their offices the day before, and we learn, sit
around and say, ‘Okay, here are the things we're doing. What are we doing right? What are we doing
wrong? How do we do this better?’ It's a learning experience.”168
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By the time that I met Monica, co-founder of Hoosiers for a Conservative Senate, she had also
developed alliances with the Club for Growth and FreedomWorks, as well as appearing regularly on
state and national media. Yet she insisted, “I’m just a mom…it’s been surreal in a way to see how God
uses things.” She was clear that these alliances had been valuable. The Club for Growth promised to be
a “very big financial help.” FreedomWorks had printed campaign materials, provided guidance on fiscal
issues and mentored leaders. However, Monica explained, “It was scary at first, because obviously
FreedomWorks, for example, they don’t touch social issues…but when they came in and they listened to
us. They realized that in Indiana, those issues are important…We didn’t change the mission at all.” She
noted that Michigan Tea Party groups were ultimately not working with FreedomWorks, due to
disagreements over candidates. Because FreedomWorks was willing to support Richard Mourdock,
Monica explained, “We let them come in. But again, we were afraid of the top down. We wanted to
keep our individuality. We wanted our candidates.”169 If Monica was ultimately happy with
FreedomWorks, despite noting like Suzy that they had initially “hung back,” Monica was not a fan of the
Tea Party Patriots or Tea Party Express, which “tend to be more show” and focused on raising money for
themselves. “So we’ve told our folks don’t give them any money,” Monica explained.170 Echoing
Monica’s assessment of FreedomWorks, Bob also suggested, “FreedomWorks is doing lots in terms of
providing us with ideas and signs for Hoosiers for a Conservative Senate, but we started it and then
asked them, ‘Can you help us?’ That’s largely Monica and Greg, but they thought about it a long time.
They saw some conflicts, because the Tea Party’s by no means homogeneous.”171
During our periodic conversations, Bob would recount his most recent campaign activities. On
Saturday, 7 April 2012, he and fellow members of Elkhart County Patriots held “sign waves” for
presidential candidate Rick Santorum at University Park Mall in Mishawaka and then in Lakeville and
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Warsaw, with 5-20 people at each location. On Monday, 9 April 2012, they greeted Mike Pence and
Jackie Walorski, candidates for Indiana Governor and US Representative, with sign waves and t-shirts in
South Bend and Elkhart for Dingus Day. Bob noted that he was having to make or buy signs for Rick
Santorum, while the support of the FreedomWorks PAC for Richard Mourdock had led to the delivery of
thousands of signs, support for online phone-banking, and valuable trainings for Tea Party members.
Just before the primary, they organized a major rally with Hoosiers for a Conservative Senate in
Indianapolis, bringing Herman Cain, Sarah Palin and others. FreedomWorks developed a smartphone
app for distributing signs and going door-to-door to engage conservative Republicans, and the guided a
shift from “Retire Lugar” signs to positive messaging, presumably based on polling data. Jackie Walorski
also won FreedomWorks endorsement, and Bob encouraged her to request their full support, noting
that their resources had allowed Mourdock to counter the finances and messaging of Lugar. The Elkhart
County Patriots were supposedly at every polling station in Elkhart and St. Joseph Counties with
informational cards on conservative candidates, including Santorum, Mourdock, Walorski, and Pence.172
Beyond immediate support for the Tea Party movement and candidates, several national
organizations pursued other paths to shape popular understandings of the economic crisis, poverty and
inequality. On 2-3 October 2012, Bethel College, a local Christian college associated with the Missionary
Church, invited the community to a free, two-day conference entitled “Seeking the Welfare of the City.”
The conference was co-sponsored by the Heritage Foundation, where one of the economics professors
had previously worked, and modeled on similar conferences funded by the Heritage Foundation across
the country. Touting the success of welfare reform in addressing poverty, the conference promoted
entrepreneurialism, further welfare reform, school choice, marriage, and churches as key solutions to
addressing “the root causes of poverty.” The professor who organized this conference also connected
his best students to internships with the American Enterprise Institute and other conservative
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organizations based in Washington, DC, as well as securing consistent funding from the Charles Koch
Foundation to bring speakers from the Heartland Institute and related organizations to the campus.173
In 2013, this include Lawrence Mead, NYU Professor of Politics and Visiting Scholar at the American
Enterprise Institute, who was the one of the lead theorists behind welfare reform or “workfare” in the
US, as well as a second conference on poverty with Jay Richards (senior fellow and director of the Center
on Wealth, Poverty and Morality at Discovery Institute), Anne Bradley (vice president of economic
initiatives, Institute for Faith, Work and Economics) and Amy Sherman (senior fellow at the Sagamore
Institute for Policy Research).174
We the People: The Michiana 9/12 Project ultimately resisted association with any national Tea
Party organization while refusing to endorse particular candidates. Scott, their co-founder, explained,
“The national groups, while they have a lot of merit—I’m not discounting them at all—it really takes
away the identity of the local group.” He noted that various national and statewide “coalitions” had
emerged, claiming, “We represent everybody.” However, he insisted, “Well, they don’t represent
Michiana 9/12…What I found was on the state level, a lot of the groups, while they were trying to
organize so that they could have a unified front, all of a sudden it started becoming about somebody or
something.” Having found similar patterns at the national level, Scott was clear that Michiana 9/12 did
not officially identify as a Tea Party organization, despite agreeing with most national Tea Party
organizations. He articulated his primary concern:
The Tea Party came in and said, ‘We’re going to co-opt the Republican Party.’ The Republican
Party Good Old Boys Club sat back and said, ‘Come and co-opt us. Come and do it.’ When they
did, guess what happened? The prey become the hunted really quick, and all of a sudden it was
like the fox stepped in. The Tea Party thought they were the fox going into the chicken coop,
173
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and what happened was as soon as they stepped into the chicken coop, the GOP shut the door
behind them and said, ‘Now you’re not going anywhere. We’ve got you. You can eat all the
chickens you want, but you’re not going anywhere.’ …I would say most of the national groups
have led themselves into the chicken coop, [and] several of the local groups have followed as
well and now have become an arm of the Republican Party.175
This analysis would be rejected by many Tea Party leaders. Bob and Monica would seemingly
argue that they have been central to reshaping the Republican Party, actively and successfully
undermining establishment Republicans or RINOs (Republicans in name only). Yet it points to the
complexity of the Tea Party movement as both grassroots and amplified by powerful national
organizations, while raising questions about the interests served by the movement. Following historic
trends (Phillips-Fein 2009), national Tea Party organizations and their chosen Republican candidates
were both funded by a small cross-section of wealthy Americans, as earlier research and leaked reports
demonstrated (Mayer 2016).176 However, many Tea Party members would also claim that their interests
were represented by Governor Mike Pence and Congressperson Jackie Walorski of Indiana, as well as by
three Republican contenders for the presidential nomination in 2016, namely Senators Ted Cruz, Marco
Rubio, and Rand Paul, who each defeated establishment-backed primary candidates for the US Senate
with Tea Party support. As described in the next chapter, local Tea Party support also deserves credit
for legislative and policy wins, including defeating new Elkhart County zoning ordinances and enacting
so-called “right-to-work” laws in Indiana and Michigan. Tea Party-aligned politicians have worked to
block Muslim refugees and undocumented migrants, limit access to abortion, and minimize regulations
that could allegedly hurt small businesses. Notably and often as a counterpoint to criticism of the Koch
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Brothers and Super PACs,177 Tea Party members would regularly decry George Soros (among others),
whose wealth has supported a range of organizations dedicated to democracy, right to information and
inclusion, among other human rights issues.178 At certain points, the interests of grassroots Tea Party
members, the goals of national organizations, and the interests of their wealthy donors arguably
aligned.
Tea Party groups in Elkhart and beyond have rejected some alliances and set the terms of
others. Glenn Beck, whose show was faithfully watched by members of We the People: Michiana 9/12
and other Tea Party members in Elkhart, regularly called on people to “read it for yourself” or “study it
for yourself.” When Beck spoke at an event organized by We the People: Michiana 9/12 on 18
September 2010, he received repeated standing ovations, holding the attention of some 2,000 people
for over 80 minutes. He insisted:
We are here to learn and expand. That’s what an American experience is. Try it out. Learn.
Really work. The people we now ask to represent us; we say these people don’t represent us.
I’m sorry, but I think in many cases they do. Look at our corporations. Many times, they’re
corrupt. They don’t care about values. They don’t care about principles. Many times, they will
just sock it to anyone they can for a dollar. The banks do the same. The government has done
the same. Many of us in our own lives have done the same. Enough is enough. Character
matters. Set is straight. Punish those who cheated. Let those who have just simply failed or
have been struggling, rise up and gather their own bits and start again. And that’s when we
reach to each other and say, ‘I’m there for you. I’ll help you.’” …We’re all the same. We’re all
struggling. You know what the deal is with America? We’re not lazy; we’re tired. We’re tired.
We’ve been told we’re not complete unless we have so much stuff. Do you know why I enjoyed
going to the island last week? Because it wasn’t about stuff; it was about people. And it was just
about an easy, simple lifestyle. Just go out and fish and farm. Treat each other right. Labels
don’t matter. The size of your house is a joke.179
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of the pamphlet: David Horowitz and John Perazzo. 2011. From Shadow Party to Shadow Government: George
Soros and the Effort to Radically Change America. Sherman Oaks, CA: David Horowitz Freedom Center.
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Fieldnotes 18 September 2010.
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Along the way, Beck would speak of American Exceptionalism, tout free markets and criticize demands
for rights, but his message spoke of simplicity and community while evoking deeply held concerns for
morality and self-reliance. He did not shy away from criticizing corporations, banks, and consumerism,
as well as government and individuals, but left space for reclaiming “the American experiment.” 180 Beck
had a regular audience of two million for his Fox News show, crying tears of anguish over the conditions
in the US, sharing his own trials and gradual learning, calling people to faith and compassion amid
righteous anger, and diagramming his version of hidden connections and lost wisdom in US history.181
Ultimately, the story is more complex than a bunch of duped and racist Midwesterners
bamboozled by political sleight of hand. Many grassroots Tea Party leaders had long advocated moral
issues, eager to protect their families and communities in line with their Christian understandings. Some
were small business owners frustrated at government regulation, subsidies and bailouts that benefitted
larger corporations and the finance sector. A majority had witnessed decades of rapid change
threatening their way of life and creating a precarious future for their descendants. The next chapter
explores core ideas that inspired and helped to cohere the amorphous Tea Party movement before
offering an initial assessment of its impacts.
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CHAPTER 4
We the People

The Tea Party was an intelligible response to growing economic precarity and rapid social
change, driven by robust grassroots groups in northern Indiana. As highlighted in the last chapter, many
leaders grew up in a moment when the American Dream seemed to work for a substantial portion of the
country, but this dream had become an increasingly remote reality for many of their children and
grandchildren. Despite affirming entrepreneurial capitalism and personal responsibility (as opposed to
dependency), most had critiques of the finance sector, multinational corporations and their apparent
capture of government institutions and decision-making. Each of the core Tea Party leaders, in Elkhart,
identified first as Christians, and many had supported early political efforts to advance certain moral
issues concerned about the decline of family values and community morality. In this regard, the
seemingly dissonant combination of neoconservative and neoliberal/libertarian strands in the
movement begin to seem feasible. The Tea Party ultimately helped to reshape the Republican Party,
about which they had deep critiques. Many leaders notably came from families that had once voted for
the Democratic Party, which was now easily cast as a party of elite liberals who sneer at most of the
country while holding hands with Wall Street and embracing bigger government that remains irrelevant
to the needs of most Americans.
During the course of my research, I periodically asked various Tea Party leaders what success
would look like; one of them offered, “Well, if there is success, and if there is, it’s going to be slow and
very hard fought. But if there is success in those future years, there would be far less emphasis on the
federal government. The federal government would have moved substantially closer to their 18
enumerated powers… The country would look much more like the country looked in previous
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centuries.”182 This desire to return to what the country had once been—or what it was imagined to
have been or perhaps what it was for certain groups—was repeatedly regularly. The timeframe of this
past was often vague. It frequently involved reference to the Constitution and Founding Fathers, often
cited the Great Awakenings or similar religious revivals, and referenced aspects of the post-World War II
era when the US was globally ascendant and the families of many Tea Party leaders—many from Irish,
Polish, or Italian backgrounds—were gradually included in the “white” mainstream as they moved into
living wage industrial jobs and/or accessed university education. While many of the most powerful Tea
Party leaders were women and a few were black, the implications of returning to the past were never
questioned in my presence from the perspectives of race or gender. Yet an idealized past can be
constructed as a utopia of free, self-reliant smallholders or independent business owners living
productive and religious lives in vibrant communities with traditional families that celebrate Martin
Luther King Day and the “mama grizzlies” made famous by former Governor Sarah Palin.
As highlighted in the second chapter, there is a long history of US social struggle that has
attempted to reclaim the still unrealized values elevated in the founding documents of the US or by
different religious traditions, reaffirm community amid the alienation of capitalist modernity, reassert
self-reliance and dignity in the face of growing inequality and impoverishment, maintain what is passing.
In this regard, many US movements—on the Right as well as the Left—have arguably shared the
perspective of Walter Benjamin’s Angel of History: “His face is turned towards the past…The angel
would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. But a storm…irresistibly
propels him into the future to which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows
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Interview 14 November 2011. The “18 enumerated powers” is a reference to Article I, Section 8 of the US
Constitution, describing the authority of the Congress, which was often emphasized by Tea Party members
together with the Tenth Amendment to the US Constitution: "The powers not delegated to the United States by
the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people." While
an originalist reading of the Constitution provides a strong argument for limited government power, the so-called
Commerce Clause and Necessary and Proper Clause of enumerated powers have often been utilized to grant the
federal government wide latitude in legislating and exercising power.
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skyward. This storm is what we call progress” (Benjamin 1968). Several decades after Benjamin,
reflecting on a much-maligned “Middle America,” Christopher Lasch identified “progress” with
consumption, leisure, greed and personal freedom. He instead elevated “hope” based on the morality,
patriarchal family, and recognition of limits and duties of the petty bourgeoisie or lower middle class.
While he acknowledged that this class could at times produce “racism, nativism, anti-intellectualism,
and all the other evils so often cited by liberal critics,” he argued that these critics of “Middle America”
had overlooked “its moral realism, its understanding that everything has its price, its respect for limits,
its skepticism about progress. Whatever can be said against them, small proprietors, artisans,
tradesman, and farmers—more often victims of ‘improvements’ than beneficiaries—are unlikely to
mistake the promised land of progress for the true and only heaven” (Lasch 1991, 17). This romantic
valorization of small-scale production, moral or spiritual community, simplicity, and often limited or
local government has deep resonance on both the Right and much of the Left in Elkhart, despite many
substantial and important differences.183
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Many place the origins of the romanticism in late eighteenth century Europe, as a Counter-Enlightenment
movement rejecting principles of universality and rationality in favor of spirituality, connection to nature and
community (Berlin 2001). The Sturm und Drang (Storm and Stress) movement in Germany, foremost in the 1770s,
valorized emotion and expressions of individual subjectivity against the rational constraints of Enlightenment,
under the influence of irrationalist philosopher Johann Georg Hamann, a friend and mentor to the younger Johann
Gottfried von Herder. Herder would celebrate the Volk or people as the basis of the nation, with ties to land and
kinship, a particular history and unique way of life or Kultur, deeply embedded in language and manifest in shared
ideals and values, inspiring generations of folklorists like Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm. German Romanticism would
in turn shape social sciences in the US; Isaiah Berlin suggests: “The whole notion of being at home, or being cut off
from one’s natural roots, the whole idea of roots, the whole idea of belonging to a group, a sect, a movement, was
invented largely by Herder” (2001,60). Perhaps building on the close ties of German Romanticism to Pietism, this
critique from the past often involves moral, religious or even mystical overtones (Löwy and Sayre 2001:54). Franz
Boas, ‘the father of American Anthropology,’ grounded the discipline in the concept of Kultur, from the late
nineteenth century. Rejecting evolutionary or comparative approaches that sought common developmental
stages for humanity, Boas emphasized the historical uniqueness of every culture as an integrated whole (1974). In
roughly the same period, Ferdinand Tönnies, co-founder and president for over two decades of the German
Society for Sociology, distinguished Gemeinschaft—community based on sympathetic relationships and shared
Kultur—from Gesellschaft or modern civil society centered on individual competition in the market as opposed to
common good (2011). Tönnies would influence Max Weber and together they would shape the thinking of Talcott
Parsons, Karl Polyani and the Frankfurt School. Karl Polyani would bemoan the devastating impacts of ‘The Great
Transformation’ or the establishment of market economy, complemented by the advent of complex machines and
Adam Smith’s advocacy of the ‘self-regulating market,’ which undermined principles of reciprocity, redistribution,
and household-based provisioning. Polyani suggested, “Instead of the economy being embedded in social
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This chapter explores the ideas or ideological frameworks that helped to inspire and provide
rough coherence to the amorphous Tea Party movement, composed of often fiercely independent
groups. After surveying the neoliberal and neoconservative trajectories that inform the Tea Party, this
chapter explores attempted “reclamations” of small-government, nineteenth century liberalism and an
unrivalled, Christian nation, which arguably find harmony in the desired return to a Constitutional
Republic. If neoconservatism and neoliberalism are conflicting ideologies, both were martialed to
engage deep concerns of alienation, loss of “community” and “morality,” a distant and unresponsive
government, and economic precarity that constrain the experience and choices of most individuals. This
chapter then concludes with an initial assessment of the impacts of the Tea Party movement. At a
minimum, the Tea Party succeeded in pushing the Republican Party further to the Right, seemingly
laying the groundwork for the election of Donald Trump, a candidate which many Tea Party members
would not have preferred.

Neoliberal and Neoconservative Antecedents
Building directly and indirectly on the past, Tea Party groups tended to embrace versions of two
distinct political ideologies, namely neoliberalism/libertarianism and conservatism/neo-conservatism.
The former arose amid the structural crisis of liberal social democracy that characterized the New Deal
and War on Poverty, and elevated the past, namely nineteenth century, small government liberalism as
a model. Neoliberalism is associated with the economic analyses of Ludwig von Mises, Friedrich Hayek

relations, social relations are embedded in the economic system” (1957, 60). In the same year, Horkheimer and
Adorno would denounce the instrumental rationality of modernity or the demise of the particular, myth and
subjectivity via “the leveling domination of abstraction…and of industry” (2001, 13). A fellow member of the
Frankfurt School who fled Nazi Germany, Walter Benjamin called for a historical rupture, a Messiah predicted and
claimed by the past (as a source of hope grasped in moments of danger, “the state of emergency” that has become
“the rule”), critiquing the concept of progress (1986). Others would arguably represent the dark underbelly of
Romantisicm, rejecting liberal tolerance and compromise and aligning themselves with fascism, perhaps most
notably Carl Schmitt (Scheuerman 1994).
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and Milton Friedman, the policies embraced by UK Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher and US President
Ronald Reagan (and less popularly, the US-backed coup d'état of Augusto Pinochet in Chile, on 11
September 1973), and the output of numerous think tanks, often with wealthy patrons like the Koch
brothers. Neoliberalism shares historical antecedents with a more aggressive libertarianism embodied
in the writings of Ayn Rand and Murray Rothbard, von Mises’ student whose political activism strongly
influenced Ron and Rand Paul, among others. Neoliberalism and libertarianism share an advocacy of
free markets and deregulation, celebration of individual rights—foremost the right to private property—
and personal responsibility, and call for limited (or for some libertarians, even no) government. This call
often includes tax cuts, social spending cuts, privatization and the elimination of government agencies,
such as the Environmental Protection Agency and the Department of Education.184 Echoing Santelli’s
rant from the Chicago Mercantile Exchange, local Tea Party leaders have explicitly praised capitalism and
criticized stimulus plans.
The conservative or neoconservative tradition is evident in calls to return to the religious or
moral foundations of the United States. In comparison to neoliberalism, Don Robotham suggests,
“Neoconservatism, by contrast, is more explicitly authoritarian, moralistic, and antimodernist. It is not
so much a doctrine about the economy as it is a doctrine about the political, social and moral order”
(Robotham 2009, 215). Conservatism has intersecting but often conflicting variants over the past
several decades. The mainstream conservative movement, associated with figures like Russell Kirk and
William F. Buckley, Jr., has been in tension with various conservative groundswells from the John Birch
Society to the Christian Right to the neo-conservatism of the administration of President George W.
Bush, which in part traced its roots to Leo Strauss and Carl Schmitt. Deeply skeptical of “Washington

184

Notably, far from diminishing the state, neoliberalism might more appropriately be seen as a
reorienting of the state to boost the interests of capital and renewed profitability via enforcing trade
and investment agreements, periodically rescuing the financial system, bolstering the military and
increasing policing and prisons arguably to cope with unrest in the face of growing inequality.
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insiders” and “establishment Republicans,” the various Tea Party groups in northern Indiana have
embraced or even helped to revive these various strands of conservatism.
In The Conservative Mind, historian and theorist of the post-World War II conservative
movement, Russell Kirk, suggested: ”…the essence of social conservatism is preservation of the ancient
moral traditions of humanity” (Kirk 1986, 8). Native and longtime resident of Michigan, Kirk was a key
intellectual inspiration for William F. Buckley’s National Review and wrote a regular column for 25 years,
co-founded and edited the quarterly journal Modern Age, served as a senior fellow at the Heritage
Foundation, and was awarded the Presidential Citizens Medal by President Reagan in 1989. Edmund
Burke, foremost via his Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790), is given the place of prominence
in Kirk’s work, which tells a primarily British and American story of conservatism.185 With little attention
to the economic sphere, Kirk outlines six “canons” of conservative thought, including: belief in a
transcendent order or natural law so that political problems are ultimately religious or moral in nature,
affection for variety and mystery versus egalitarianism and utilitarianism, recognition of equality before
law and God but not of condition or class, conviction of the close tie between freedom and property
versus economic leveling, faith in custom and convention versus abstract calculation, and an embrace of
prudence over hasty reform (Kirk 1986, 8-9).
As if in response to Kirk’s six elements of conservatism, Hayek concluded The Constitution of
Liberty with a postscript entitled “Why I Am Not a Conservative,” explicating the clear distinction
between conservatives—who in the US, might in part defend the tradition of individual liberty186—and
liberals. While Hayek notes that forward-looking “defenders of liberty” and “true conservatives” may
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Notably, he neglects most of German Romanticism, together with no mention of Carl Schmitt or Martin
Heidegger and a quick dismissal of Friedrich Nietzsche.
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In Europe, conservatism was the opposite of liberalism, until the rise of socialism, according to Hayek. Yet he
suggests, “There is nothing corresponding to this conflict in the history of the United States, because what in
Europe was called ‘liberalism’ was here the common tradition on which the American polity had been build: thus
the defender of the American tradition was a liberal in the European sense” (Hayek 1960:397).
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both see their ideals threatened by socialism, he insists on a clear distinction between them. He
emphasizes, “The common resistance to the collectivist tide should not be allowed to obscure the fact
that the belief in integral freedom is based on an essentially forward-looking attitude and not on any
nostalgic longing for the past or a romantic admiration for what has been” (Hayek 1960, 410). Hayek
distinguishes liberals as having the courage to embrace change, seeking liberty and limits on
government powers over authority and government coercion even if directed at the so-called right
purposes, hueing to principles and a “policy of freedom” (including in relation to “the self-regulating
forces of the market”). In contrast to conservatives’ often-intolerant moral convictions and distrust of
abstract theory, liberals reject inherited privilege and established hierarchy in favor of a society in which
all must prove themselves under common rules, are internationalist if patriotic versus nationalist and
protectionist, and embrace new knowledge over cherished beliefs. Significantly, Hayek is explicitly not
an egalitarian, and while rejecting anti-democratic strands of conservatism, he regards democracy as
“the least evil of those forms of government from which we have to choose,” with majority rule
heightening the need for limited government. In the US context, Hayek suggests that “libertarian” has
often been used to describe this traditional liberal position. However, disliking the manufactured nature
of the term, he opts for reviving the term “Whig,” which “guided [American colonists] in their struggle
for independence and in the establishment of their constitution” and avoids the “totalitarian democracy
and socialist leanings” as well as “militant rationalism” of the French Revolution (Hayek 1960, 397-411).
Basking in a resurgent conservative moment, Russel Kirk was willing to affirm, like Hayek, that
conservatives and libertarians “share a detestation of collectivism. They set their faces against the
totalist state and the heavy hand of bureaucracy.” Yet he asks, “What else do conservatives and
libertarians profess in common? The answer to that question is simple: nothing.” He then spends
several pages discussing the failings of libertarians, foremost “their fanatic attachment to a simple
solitary principle—that is, to the notion of personal freedom as the whole end of the civil social order,
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and indeed human existence…They carry to absurdity the doctrines of John Stuart Mill (before Mill’s
wife [Harriet Taylor] converted him to socialism, that is.)” Mill is denigrated as “all head and no heart”
and a “defecated intellect” who naively clung to the principle of personal liberty, ignoring force and
history, discarding custom and wisdom in a lust for the latest fad. Kirk ends by reflecting on the recent
election of President Ronald Reagan, anticipating that libertarians—“a faction founded on doctrinaire
selfishness” (and explicitly associated with Murray Rothbard)—would soon call him a socialist, but
affirming, “In considerable part, the victory of Mr. Reagan and his friends is the renewal of America’s old
moral order, linked with the Christian concept of society” (Kirk 1981, 345-351).187
The election of President Reagan owed much to and further propelled the rise of the Christian
Right or Political Christianity, which has been an important influence and source of leadership
development for many in the Tea Party movement. Russell Kirk might see this as one extreme of what
he called “cultural conservatism,” dedicated to the preservation of the Judeo-Christian values, habits
and ways of living of the US.188 In the 1960s and 70s, a series of religious leaders took up the fight
against ‘godless’ communism and secular humanism and then found new battlegrounds in pro-life/antiabortion and pro-family/anti-gay moral movements. For instance, Phyllis Schlafly became politically
engaged on the Catholic, anticommunist Right as a director of the Cardinal Mindszenty Foundation and
as author of A Choice, Not an Echo (1964)—which ultimately sold over 3 million copies and attacked the
“secret kingmakers” of the “Eastern Establishment” then allegedly behind Nelson Rockfeller and
exposed their supposed ties to the Bilderberg Group, who in turn were allegedly opening the door for a
global communist conspiracy (Schlafly 2014).189 These concerns would be echoed in updated form by
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Russell Kirk. Fall 1981. Libertarians: the Chirping Sectaries. Modern Age. Wilmington, DE: Intercollegiate Studies
Institute. Pp. 345-351.
188
Russell Kirk. 15 March 1988. The Cultural Conservatives. Lecture #151 on Political Thought. Heritage
Foundation. At: http://www.heritage.org/research/lecture/the-cultural-conservatives. Last visited: 10 January
2016.
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Notably, the fiftieth anniversary edition included a new foreword by Ron Paul.
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some Tea Party members fifty years later in Elkhart. Schlafly’s fame and influence then grew via her
founding of the Eagle Forum and leadership of the successful Stop ERA Campaign, which is often
credited with blocking the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) for women to the US Constitution; Indiana
was a key battleground and ultimately became the final state to ratify the ERA in 1977, by a single vote
(Critchlow 2005). Various histories have been written of the Christian Right, tracing—among many
others—the impact of Paul Weyrich, foremost through his co-founding of the Heritage Foundation
(1973), American Legislative Exchange Council (1973) and Moral Majority (1979), the last with Rev. Jerry
Falwell, whose Liberty University (1971) is now the largest Christian university in the country;
anticommunist Assemblies of God Rev. Jimmy Swaggart who attacked the ACLU, the ERA, and secular
humanism; Tim LaHaye, as well as his wife Beverley LaHaye, who helped to establish the Institute for
Creation Research (1973), founded the American Coalition for Traditional Values (1984), sat on the
Board of the Moral Majority and reached millions as the author of the apocalyptic Left Behind series;
James Dobson’s Focus on the Family (1977) with a syndicated radio program broadcast across the
country, including on Elkhart’s politically active WFRN (1979); and Pat Robertson, head of Regent
University and the Christian Broadcasting Network, host of the 700 Club (1966), US presidential
candidate (1988), and founder of the Christian Coalition (1989) with Ralph Reed as its first executive
director.190 Each of these spokespersons found large audiences in northern Indiana, via Christian TV and
radio stations, while claiming millions of members across the US. Below the ripple effects of the Indiana
chapter of the Christian Coalition on the current Tea Party movement are briefly explored.
Despite apparent tensions between various strands of conservatism and (neo)liberalism, these
schools of thought have repeatedly intersected in the US. In this sense, the apparent ideological
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Notably, various histories date the origins of the Christian Right to at least the 1930s, while Kevin Kruse
highlights the longstanding connections between the corporate sector and many religious leaders (Williams 2010;
Kruse 2015).
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amalgamation of the Tea Party is not new. Perhaps the primary insight to be drawn is that neat political
theories, expounded in careful treatises, seldom parallel political realities in specific contexts. Even
individual theorists can be difficult to categorize. When Irving Kristol reviewed The Constitution of
Liberty, he began by observing:
Edmund Burke and Adam Smith were both Whigs. In our textbooks of political theory, they are
segregated from, and opposed to, one another: the romantic exponent of tradition, authority,
and the organic community, as against the individualist liberal who believed in laisser-faire. The
antithesis is anachronistic: it reflects the later dissolution of Whiggery into “conservative” and
“liberal” ideologies. In their own day, despite their markedly different casts of mind, Burke and
Smith were united in affirming the two major propositions of the original Whig synthesis: (1)
liberty is the most precious of political goods, and (2) civilization is the result of human action
but not of human design…Professor Friederich Hayek, who is usually thought of as a
conservative and laisser-fairist, can be more accurately regarded (and clearly defines himself) as
the last surviving Whig. As is generally the case, the last of the line is not its most perfect or
most vigorous representative.191
Although notably denounced by Russell Kirk and William F. Buckley, Jr.,192 the John Birch Society
(JBS) represents another amalgam of conservative and libertarian ideas, which has provided analytical
fuel to the Tea Party in Elkhart. As discussed in the second chapter, JBS was founded in Indianapolis,
Indiana, in 1958, by Robert Welch, a candy manufacturer, and a small group of corporate executives—
including Fred Koch, father of the Koch brothers Charles and David—and religious leaders committed to
fighting the communist infiltration. Welch had long served on the Board of the National Association of
Manufacturers, for which Ludwig von Mises was a consultant (Doherty 2007, 93). JBS remains
committed to the threefold “defense of freedom, morality, and the U.S. Constitution.”193 At events in
Elkhart, I received multiple JBS pamphlets and DVDs, from Overview of America—explaining the origins
of US freedom and prosperity particularly via our economic model—to W. Cleon Skousen’s 5000 Year
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Leap—outlining the 28 Principles of Freedom advanced the US “Founding Fathers.” Rallying readers to a
defense of liberty and private property, the pamphlet “Agenda 21 and You” warned of the elitecontrolled United Nation’s “socialist-conceived, new environmental order…leaving no town, including
your own, free of its reach,” emphasizing that “sustainable development will severely curtail your civil
liberties.” The pamphlet compared Agenda 21’s call for lifelong learning and increased citizen
participation to similar programs in “Nazi Germany or Soviet Russia.”194 Notably, this pamphlet and
wider analysis helped to fuel a successful Tea Party challenge to reform of local zoning ordinance in
Elkhart County.
Flagging other tensions within the conservative movement, Kirk would also reject elements of
neoconservatism. He identified this new wing of conservatives with a group consisting of Irving Kristol
and others primarily from New York City, many of whom had begun their careers on the Left or at least
in the liberal camp. While praising the neoconservatives’ attacks on sentimental liberalism,
attentiveness to contemporary conditions, and confrontation with the USSR, Kirk was critical of their
political elitism and intrigue, lack of historical understanding, and infatuation with the ideology of
“Democratic Capitalism,” combined with a periodic tendency to “[mistake] Tel Aviv for the capital of the
United States.” Kirk argued for a narrower focus on national interest, as even our own society is “a
complex cultural and social arrangement that comprehends religion, morals, prescriptive political
institutions, literary culture, a competitive economy, private property, and much more besides.”195
Neoconservatives tended to look to the thinking of Leo Strauss, a German-Jewish philosopher who had
fled Nazi persecution, and many had been his students at the University of Chicago. Strauss was
ultimately credited as the driving force behind the Republican Party’s 1994 Contract with America, as
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well as the thinking of key Republican appointees from Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas to Paul
Wolfowitz and Donald Rumsfeld (Drury 1997).196 Many scholars have in turn pointed to Strauss’
engagement with the work of Carl Schmitt, including a commentary on his Concept of the Political,
which he was central to introducing to the US (Meier 1995; Müller 2003; Howse 1998).197
Notably, Hayek also acknowledged his debt to Carl Schmitt, even though this has been largely
ignored, together with Hayek’s proposals for curtailing democratic participation (Scheuerman 1999, 209224). As an intellectual bridge between neoliberalism and neoconservatism, “…the hallmark of Hayek’s
neoliberalism is the attempt to ally liberalism more closely with authoritarianism and neoconservatism,
and this is the secret of its elite appeal,” argues Robotham (2009, 224). Neoliberalism arose amid the
contradictions and collapse of the Keynesian social democratic model and provided justification for
public spending and tax cuts, deregulation and privatization, and attacks on the power of labor.
However, it did not guarantee the economic and political hegemony of the US or its finance capitalists in
the face of competition from China and for natural resources or amid rapid changes in technology and
warfare. Significantly, the first neoliberal experiment under General Pinochet in Chile, beginning in
1972, provides a clear example that neoliberalism—complete with Milton Friedman as an advisor—
cannot only coexist with but is at least periodically dependent on authoritarianism and brutal state
intervention, despite the rhetoric of freedom. From 1980, some Tea Party leaders and millions of
Americans watched Nobel Prize-winner Milton Friedman and Rose D. Friedman’s ten-part television
series, “Free to Choose,” complementing their bestseller by the same name. Less concerned with
concepts of freedom, neoconservatives do not embrace globalized free markets in general but national
interests aligned with certain groups of capitalists, and they tend to be wary of democracy as subject to
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the manipulations of media, special interests, and the vacillating concerns of common people.
Robotham suggests, “[N]eoconservatism shifts the basis for its legitimacy from the economic to cultural,
moral, nationalistic, and even nativist ground. It is compelled by its economic and political failures to
shift the grounds for legitimacy from neoliberal economics to ‘values’” (Robotham 2009, 226). The
substantial popularity of Donald Trump in the 2016 Republican Primaries—questioning free trade,
wanting to force Mexico to build a border wall and to ban Muslims from entering the country, and eager
to “Make America Great Again”—suggests that neoconservatism retains a strong appeal.
The following subsections first treat these two distinct currents as reclamations, first of smallgovernment liberalism, evoking this first wave of nineteenth century liberalism that have been amplified
by neoliberal and libertarian advocates, and second of an unrivaled (Judeo-)Christian or moral nation,
drawing on various strands of conservatism, neoconservatism and Christian Right thinking. The section
concludes by suggesting that these have found some resolution in the call to return to a republic based
on constitutional fidelity.

Reclaiming small-government liberalism
For a wide swathe of Tea Party and similar groupings, the government was the primary cause of
the economic downturn through some combination of corruption; bailouts for banks and the auto
industry at taxpayer expense; federal programs that provided irresponsible mortgages and created
dependency of the poor amid growing deficits; regulation, taxation and subsidies that hampered the
viability of small businesses; and/or “Obamacare.” One Tea Party leader explained a gradual erosion
over 80 years, intensified under Obama, of individual freedom and competition in the face of growing
regulation and taxation, declaring:
If we do not stop the erosion of the inalienable rights referred to in our Constitution, if we do
not continue to fight against the erosion of freedoms that throughout our history we fought and
died for, then they’ll be gone. And my sons and daughters and my grandchildren will not have
the same level playing field that I had as I was growing up. In my years, I had a chance to
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succeed or fail based on my own virtues and the application of my efforts. Today, President
Obama and liberals like him pick winners. …And through government regulation, through a
slanted view of law, there are winners and losers, and they pick them.198
Another Tea Party leader pointed to a common frustration over the emergence of the Troubled Asset
Relief Program (TARP), as bankers pleaded: “We need many billions of dollars, hundreds of billions of
dollars to bail out a financial system that’s lost confidence in itself.”199 Yet in his assessment, the alleged
need for TARP was blamed foremost on the Community Reinvestment Act—a federal law passed in
1977, which attempted to address discrimination in lending against low- and moderate-income
neighborhoods that were often disproportionately communities of color—and President Obama’s legal
advocacy against Chase Bank in Chicago, based on the Community Reinvestment Act.
TARP and ultimately trillions of taxpayer dollars that flowed to the financial sector threatened
(neo-) liberal theories even for some Tea Party leaders, while offering few clear benefits for most
Americans. One leader denounced “the banking cabal that is run by the Rockefellers and the
Rothschilds” and—echoing Glenn Beck—put Woodrow Wilson in power, later drove us into World War
II, and “funded Adolf Hitler, as well as England and the United States; they funded Karl Marx. [Today,]
they own it, they own it all. Rothschild is the vizier for Queen Elizabeth. He controls the Bank of
England.” She explained, “I think the stuff that is going on in the banking is a mess. I mean I don’t want
anything to do with Bank of America; I don’t want anything to do with Chase Manhattan Bank. [My
husband] and I are members of a credit union because we can be a part of the controlling factor of
that.” In part this was because the Bank of America had become “sharia-compliant,” indebting us to
“jihadists,” but it was also because they represented a secretive monopoly undermining local control
and “manipulating all of this money system” by taking the US off of the gold standard and putting the
country “on fiat money that is worthless.” 200
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Yet all of these Tea Party leaders explicitly endorsed capitalism and deplored government
intervention. The leader of Michiana 9/12 repeatedly emphasized that the organization is “procapitalist” and recommended the writings of Ayn Rand to members. He outlined his ideal economic
recovery plan, which began with ending property and capital gains taxes and instituting a “fair or flat
tax” with no loopholes, included opening domestic petroleum extraction and refining, and ultimately
“let free enterprise reign…Let free enterprise do what free enterprise does best because when it’s your
money that you’re spending, you’re a lot more careful with it than if you’re spending other people’s
money.”201 Hundreds from Michiana 9/12 and each of the local Tea Party groups joined rallies chanting
“No new taxes!” This arguably echoed the threats of Grover Norquist and Americans for Tax Reform to
actively work against Republicans who do not uphold the “Taxpayer Protection Pledge.” The final
recorded meeting of We the People-Michiana 9/12 on 21 September 2012, a few months after I had left
the area, was attended by 25 people; it involved a guest lecture by Loren Spivack, "The Free Market
Warrior," on Economics 101: A Crash Course.
However, in more nuanced conversations, the vision articulated was often reminiscent of
nineteenth century, small-government liberalism of small-holder farms and mom-and-pop shops.
Echoing a common sentiment, one Michiana 9/12 member wrote a book entitled: “No Thank You, Mr.
President: How Real Businesses from Elkhart County, Indiana, Stood Up to Fight and Thrive on Their Own
in Spite of the Economic Turmoil,” with an endorsement from Tea Party favorite and then
Congressperson Mike Pence, who praised the author’s focus on small business. A foreword to the book
was written by Lou Holtz, the immensely popular former Notre Dame University football coach, praising
the author’s focus on “the Midwest values of taking care of our own and rugged responsibility for our
own recovery” (Cohoat 2010, 2). The author John Cohoat was upset that President Obama was making
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“Elkhart County, Indiana, the poster child for all that is bad with our economy,” despite having lost his
own job in the downturn. He explained:
So when Obama brought his hope and change to Concord High School, I wasn’t impressed. I
knew I wasn’t interested in his handouts. I’d figure something out like I always had. ‘No Thank
you, Mr. President. We can do it on our own like we always have.’ And I knew many
entrepreneurs and business leaders in Elkhart County that felt the same way. The real story of
our entrepreneurial community and how we were coming back on our own needed t0 be told.
(Cohoat 2010, 8,11).
The book goes on to tell the stories of ten local entrepreneurs, drawing lessons for individual success.
However, the narrative takes some surprising and perhaps unintentional twists, particularly given that
the book was regularly touted at Tea Party events. In writing about the first entrepreneur behind
Mapletronics Computers, for instance, Cohoat suggests that after applying for over a million dollars in
state government training grants, “They hired a recognized consultant from the industry with the
express purpose of showing Indiana schools how to use money from the [federal] Stimulus package,”
seemingly in hopes that this money would be spent on his technology. Yet Cohoat then suggests,
counterintuitively, “As a fiscal and social conservative…[the owner] shares the concern of many that the
massive spending and takeover of industries spells economic disaster.”202
Professors at local universities often provided a form of expert sanction for these views. These
included at least one economics professor at Indiana University South Bend, who convinced A.J. Sorg,
former union member turned 28-year-old leader of the New Carlisle Area Tea Party, that US youth
were “being taught to suckle of the teat of the State from birth to death” by the “socialist” US
President.203 John Gaski, Associate Professor of Marketing at Notre Dame University’s Mendoza
College of Business, listed multiple lectures to We the People: The Michiana 9/12 Project, Tea-MAC
(Tea Party of Michiana Action Coalition), and St. Joe County Tea Party Patriots, as well as the “1st
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Anniversary Tax Day TEA Party Rally, South Bend, Ind., April 2010,” in his online curriculum vitae.204
During one of these lectures at a Tea-MAC Economic Summit with over 50 attendees, Professor John
Gaski asked, “Why would banks make bad loans?” He suggested that greed alone would prevent this.
Instead he pointed to their “filthy, racist origin” in President Carter’s Community Reinvestment Act,
which forced banks to make loans “based on the color of skin, not the content of character.” He later
emphasized that President Obama was elected largely because “the liberal education establishment is
dumbing down Americans,” who failed to see that Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac were a “corrupt,
money-laundering scheme” supported by Democrats. Suggesting that businesses were “terrified”
because they “see a socialist government and a Marxist president,” Professor Gaski argued, “In the last
two and a half years, the future has been destroyed for your children and grandchildren…If Obamacare
ever goes into effect, that is the deathknell.”205
In turn, calls for small government and free markets, particularly to protect small business
owners, farmers and families pervaded political rallies and local political debates. At the Third Annual
St. Joseph County Tea Party Rally, several Tea Party leaders shared the podium with the longtime
leader of Citizens for Common Sense, which predated the crisis. “The opposition or people in general
don’t seem to know yet who the Tea Party is. Have you folks all received your checks for being here
today from all of the various special interests? I haven’t got mine yet!” Kelly joked. “But we know who
we are. We’re the moms and dads. We’re the retired folks. We’re the small business owners. We’re
the young parents. We’re the occasional young person who’s figured out that if we don’t get
individually involved, we could lose this country.” Excited by the presence of multiple new leaders and
committed individuals, Kelly stressed that the Tea Party “is trying to take [this country] back to its
Constitutional limits…to the free market economy that we were supposed to have…so that we don’t
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have all of these layers of regulation. We need to preserve our rights, downsize the government and
then get us out of this socialist debt we’re in.”206
On 14 April 2011, the Tea Party of Michiana Action Coalition rallied over 200 persons—notably
with the support of the local Board of Realtors, Farm Bureau, and developers’ associations, as well as
Amish farmers and construction contractors—to challenge new zoning ordinances. Tea-MAC members
argued that new regulations infringed on property rights, which the government was created to protect,
and were thus unconstitutional. Several statements suggested that the zoning ordinances would either
add new costs to or force closure of a number of struggling small businesses and agricultural
enterprises—many operated from homes—that provided the only livelihood for many families. Claiming
that the proposed zoning plan threatened a hundred years of economic progress and diversity, one of
Tea-MAC’s leaders argued that a panel of local residents from the commercial, industrial, agricultural
and construction industries should be called on to revise zoning ordinances from the bottom-up, instead
of having them “shoved down our throats.” Another member suggested that the “morally corrupt”
document, drafted with taxpayer money, represented the work of “bureaucratic empire builders” set on
“transferring rights and dominion to bureaucrats.” Making comparisons to “Obamacare,” others argued
that the regulations were drafted by an outside consultant more interested in the United Nations’
Agenda 21 than in local realities and concerns. Another speaker, who identified herself as a farmer’s
wife, emphasized, “This country was founded on freedom. I thought the government’s role was to
protect our freedom.” After almost four hours of testimony, the Planning Commission, which advises
the County Commissioners, ultimately voted 8-1 against the document, in a notable victory for Tea-MAC
and their allies.207
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Despite Indiana helping to elect President Obama in 2008, Tea Party mobilizations throughout
the state laid the groundwork for a backlash in the midterm elections of 2010 and again in 2012, as well
as broadening support for some of the most sweeping pro-business legislation in the country. In early
2012, Indiana became the first Manufacturing/Rust Belt state and the first state in a decade to pass socalled “right-to-work” legislation, which prohibits mandatory collection of union dues.208 In a matter of
months, Indiana was followed by Michigan, with campaigns underway in a few Midwestern states. Both
states utilized model legislation drafted three decades earlier and then promoted by the American
Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC), long supported by Charles and David Koch.209 Significantly,
thousands of unionized Hoosier workers did protest, and 39 Democrats—many dependent on union
support—from the Indiana House of Representatives began one of the longest walkouts in US history,
fleeing to Urbana, Illinois, on 22 February 2011, foremost in protest of so-called “right to work”
legislation. Governor Mitch Daniels had already rescinded a 15-year-old executive order that had given
public sector employees the right to collectively bargain with state government, when he first entered
office in 2005.210 When the Democratic Representatives finally returned on 28 March 2011, having
faced daily fines, their temporary victories were limited to the dropping of right-to-work legislation in
2011, a more gradual implementation of the largest private school voucher program in the country, and
a maintenance of union wage rates for government construction projects over $250k in 2011 and $350k
in 2012 and afterwards (as opposed to over $1m, as initially proposed by Republicans). On 14 January
2012, the Elkhart Chamber of Commerce’s regular Third House Meeting with local legislators was
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primarily dedicated to a renewed and ultimately successful push for “right to work” legislation; TeaMAC, Concerned Citizens of Michiana, and the Elkhart County Tea Party Patriots showed up in force,
facing dozens of union members. Bob argued that the legislation was beneficial for economic growth
and asked the assembled legislators, including Tim Neese and Tim Wesco, how constituents could
support the passage of “right to work” legislation and ensure that all legislators showed up for work,
referencing the previous year’s walkout.211 The following month, legislators passed the legislation;
although collective bargaining agreements will still cover all employees in unionized shops, contracts
cannot require workers to pay membership dues for representation.
In August 2011, State Senator Mike Delph (R-Carmel) drew applause from members for Citizens
for Immigration Law Enforcement in Goshen, when he proclaimed, echoing a recent blog post on his
website:
A study released in June by George Mason University's Mercatus Center named Indiana the third
freest state in America…and commended us for our choice-driven education system and the
economic liberties afforded to entrepreneurs and employers through limited intervention
and deregulation…Under the conservative leadership of the Indiana General Assembly, our state
will continue enjoying its place among the freest states in the country. The George Mason study
only examined states' policies as of January 2009, meaning the freedom-boosting
accomplishments of this year's legislative session - increasing school choice for families,
lowering the corporate income-tax rate and broadening gun rights for law-abiding citizens don't factor in to our third-place showing.212
Significantly, Michiana 9/12 Project and similar groups actively advocated volunteerism,
becoming involved in hurricane relief, Habitat for Humanity, and food drives, recognizing that
unexpected circumstances can temporarily strike anyone and evoking notions of Christian compassion.
The leader of Elkhart County Patriots similarly praised charity, pointing out “the hospital across the
street was founded by Christians, the library by an industrialist, and the nearby university by a church,”
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which have since been confiscated or undermined by government. Citing a biblical call to charity, he
defined charity as the “direct giving of yourself or your property without pressure.” Liberal values of
individual freedom and personal conviction are the cornerstones of this charity. In this framework,
people do not have a right to public goods and services, which ultimately encourage dependence. For
the few who cannot be self-sufficient or who temporarily need support due to a tragedy, the voluntary
generosity of individuals—often via the church or local community institutions—should be the solution,
not the government via taxation of hard-won wages, property and inheritance.213

Reclaiming an unrivaled, Christian nation
For a number of leaders, the Tea Party was a temporary if important measure, which itself might
fail if it was not grounded in strong moral commitments; ultimately, some were convinced that only a
Christian revival would set the US on the right course. Monica, co-founder of Kosciusko Silent NO More
Tea Party and Hoosiers for a Conservative Senate, emphasized, “If we don’t have a moral fiber, then we
have no hope fiscally, because I don’t believe that immoral people can have a clean fiscal policy, I just
don’t believe that they can.”214 Monica also believed that the fight for “the right to life” and other moral
stands had to be central to the Tea Party. Ultimately, Monica argued that only another Great
Awakening, a spiritual revival that changes the hearts and minds of people, will set the US again on the
right path. Kosciusko County Silent No More, a Tea Party-affiliated group co-led by Monica, held threeday tent revival attended by 1,500 people, which combined pastors, conservative leaders, and rightwing
political candidates. Monica described her longer-term vision, which inspired the “One Nation Back to
God” tent-revival: “…our state rights are protected. Indiana protects itself fiscally, and we get our moral
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compass under control…I would hope for a heart change. Back to the moral factor, I feel like we’ve lost
our way and that we’ve become corrupt people, we’ve become selfish people.”215
For Monica, a relationship with Jesus Christ leads one to social or moral conservatism, which in
turn is seen as a natural correlate of fiscal conservatism. While most Tea Party members would shutter
the US Environmental Protection Agency because of its regulation of the free market, many would also
refuse to ever vote for a politician that supported doctors providing abortions in response to free
market demand. They would also generally be quick to reintroduce prayer into school classrooms,
arguing that Jefferson’s “wall of separation between Church & State” (in his letter to the Danbury
Baptist Association in 1802) was a one-way wall meant to protect religion from State encroachment,
drawing on self-taught historian David Barton and his WallBuilders, touted by Glenn Beck and numerous
politicians aligned with the Tea Party.
Similarly, Bob was clear about his own religious commitments, but he did not envision that the
Tea Party alone could address the grave situation in the US. He explained, “We need people who are
willing to give their lives, their fortunes and their sacred honor for the sake of their fellow man and for
their country and for their future generations. We had people like that once and we need them again.
They don’t come from a political movement like a Tea Party, they come from a revival.” Bob gave me a
history lesson on the multiple revivals, when the nation “gets pretty messed up, ultimately people fall
on their knees, ask God to solve the problem, and he does.”216 If Bob tried to keep a focus primarily on
fiscal conservatism and political work during Tea Party meetings, every gathering began with prayer and
the Pledge of Allegiance, a pattern repeated at the other Tea Party meetings throughout Elkhart County.
Perhaps the clearest follower of Glenn Beck, Scott explained the approach of We the People:
Michiana 9/12 to the role of faith:
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We’re based on nine principles and 12 values. The number one principle that we all agree on is
that America is good. You’ve got to at least be able to say America is good. That way we all
have some type of commonality. God’s the center of my life; that’s number two. Now why isn’t
that number one? Because there are going be some people that maybe don’t agree that God is
the center of their life; however, they believe America’s good. Now for me, God is the center of
everything. For the majority of Michiana 9/12 members, God is the center of their life. That
being said, I don’t want to exclude somebody who God isn’t the center of their life. I think
through my action and through Michiana 9/12, they’re probably going to come someday and
say, ‘I’ve got to find out a little bit more about who this God is.’
While noting that God “chose” Glenn Beck, despite being a Mormon, Scott was clear that this was
because “…all the pastors should have stood up and said, ‘Churches, we’re going the wrong direction.
We are not following God’s commandments. We’re not following the Constitution.’” While he was
hopeful that the “movement is reviving the faith and changing pastors,” Scott emphasized, “I think
there’s still a lot of wussy pastors…I mean let’s call them what they are. They want to stay kind of under
the radar, but faith is under attack.”217
Michiana 9/12 would screen and discuss parts of the John Birch Society film Agenda: Grinding
America Down (2010) at various meetings. At one gathering in January 2012, the Senior Chaplain of
Elkhart City Police Department joined the discussion and denounced Marxism as attacking manliness
and fatherhood and eliminating God the Father. Scott reinforced his message in introducing Agenda,
emphasizing that he had lately directed his focus on “the Kingdom of God.”218 After a screening on 19
March 2012, one of the group’s assistant organizers and webmaster would write: “We watched the next
segment of the ‘Agenda’ video and then discussed what we had seen. We all agreed that the real root of
communism, socialism, etc. was not Karl Marx but rather ‘Satan’. The ideas and tactics behind
communism are not ‘neutral’ or ‘another choice’ on the political/economic spectrum, [but] actually evil
and destructive.”219 Another group leader, who is also a local John Birch Society leader, introduced the
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film, suggesting, “There is a war against God, who should be the center of the world!” He placed the
primary blame on the breakdown of the family, caused by the feminist movement, which in turn created
openings for communist infiltration. He cited Lenin saying that most people are “useful idiots.” Another
leader interjected that people are easily persuaded due to their lack of knowledge, but we needed to be
“salt and light” winning people “for the Gospel and country.” Pastor Dwight Gosser, whose church
hosted Michiana 9/12, declared during the post-screening discussion, “Pastors need to grow a spine and
some other male body parts!”220 On 21 May 2012, the group was invited to watch the documentary in
its entirety by Scott: “…to see how we need to continue our activism to stop the destruction of our
sacred Republic…I look forward to seeing each and everyone of you as we meet on the Battlefield for
America…God Bless each and everyone of you and may each of you be a blessing!”221
Pastor Gosser also spoke at the Michiana 9/12/Tea-MAC First Pastoral Convention on 16
October 2010. He was joined by Father Glenn Kohrman of St. Vincent de Paul Catholic Church in Elkhart;
John Hostettler, six-term Indiana Congressman turned constitutional scholar, who presented on the
faith of the Founding Fathers; Dr. Duane Beals, Bethel College professor, pastor and businessman, who
was running against State Representative B. Patrick Bauer (the minority leader that would ultimately
lead the 34-day walkout by Democratic legislators in 2011); and David Lantz and Micah Clark of the
Indiana American Family Institute, who spoke against Goshen’s human rights ordinance, suggesting that
homosexuality could be cured.222 Pastor Gosser argued that church needed to get its house in order,
suggesting:
When people won’t receive our gospel, we try to lower it down, and we lower the standards in
the church….Today, the church is being trodden under the foot of the homosexual, the
abortionist, and every other evil type of thing that is going on out there. We are being trodden
under, and either we’re going to take front and center, we’re going to walk on others, or they’re
220
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going to walk on us… If we don’t turn this nation back to God, you’re going under, and I’m going
under. And these preachers that are afraid to get involved. Let me tell you this: government is
not of the world, it is of God. Romans 13:1-4 says that government is of God. There is no
power, but such be as of God, and it is to punish evil and praise the righteous. Today, the
righteous are being punished, and the wicked are being praised, because we are dead in the
pew…And we need pastors. I’m sorry that there is only six or seven pastors here tonight.
There’s hundreds of them here in Elkhart County.
He finished with an attack on President Obama. A few years later, after the completion of my fieldwork,
Pastor Gosser was making local headlines as an outspoken proponent of HJR-3, a constitutional
amendment before the Indiana legislature to block same-sex marriage, which he believed could lead to
anarchy, polygamy, adults marrying children and ultimately destruction. If Indiana someday permitted
same-sex marriage, he suggested that he would leave.223
At the Michiana 9/12/Tea-MAC First Pastoral Convention, David Lantz was promoting his new
book, “Think Like Jesus, Lead Like Moses,” endorsed by soon-to-be Governor Mike Pence and Micah
Clark, Executive Director of the Indiana American Family Institute, who helped David resurrect the
leadership schools that he had once run as part of the Indiana Christian Coalition. In 1992, David, then a
government affairs consultant from Goshen, who wrote a newsletter for government lobbyists in
Indianapolis, was recruited to create a state chapter of Dr. Pat Robertson’s Christian Coalition, noting:
“Though America had been founded by Christians, the nation was rapidly forgetting its Judeo-Christian
heritage.” He organized two-day leadership schools aimed at building a grassroots network of Christians
with a commitment “to see our nation realign its governing principles to once again reflect the precepts
of limited government, based on the biblical foundations that had served our country so well since its
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founding.”224 David, in partnership with the Indiana American Family Institute, was training and
supporting Tea Party leaders around the state.
One of the final formal events that I attended in northern Indiana, an outdoor Tax Day Rally
drew several dozen Tea Party supporters to downtown Goshen, despite rain and cold temperatures.
Particularly impressive was the turnout of diverse Tea Party and related groupings, including leaders
from Tea-MAC, Citizens for Common Sense, Hoosiers for a Conservative Senate, Elkhart County Patriots,
and We the People: Michiana 9/12. After a few political candidates took the stage, Monica spoke
passionately of reclaiming conservative values. After a rallying cry for Richard Mourdock, she teared up,
calling God to witness that she had not grown weary in the fight to save this country.225
Shortly before the First Pastoral Convention described above, I attended a major event
sponsored by Michiana 9/12, which drew some 2,000 residents, promoted Tea Party-affiliated
politicians and ultimately welcomed Glenn Beck to the stage. Garnering a standing ovation, Glenn Beck
declared:
Can people learn correct principles and then rule themselves? The answer is ‘yes!’ We’ve done
it. The rest of the world has failed to do it, but we have always blazed the way. And we have
always been the ones that changed everything. Remember when they scratched out the
Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, they did it via candlelight. It was the
lightbulb; it was electricity. It was all of it, and it came from America. The world was in literal
and spiritual darkness for thousands of years, until people were awakened with the ideas of God
and liberty. …People saying there is just going to be just enough government to keep us all safe,
and we are going to focus on God and focus on the things that we want to do. That’s when the
world changed. So now we have to renew ourselves in that. We now have to look at what
created this country. It wasn’t the government that created Microsoft, it was a little pimplyfaced kid in a garage that created Microsoft. It wasn’t the government that created Apple, the IPod, it was Steve Jobs. Key word: jobs.226
During the rally, President Obama’s “apology tour” was repeatedly condemned. Several tributes
celebrated the military, complete with patriotic songs and projected images of soldiers.

224

David Lantz. 2010. Think Like Jesus, Lead Like Moses: Leadership Lessons from the Wilderness Crucible.
Greensberg, IN: Winters Publishing. Pp. 2-3.
225
Fieldnotes 14 April 2012.
226
Fieldnotes 18 September 2010.

159

Only days before, Dinesh D’Souza, a political commentator and Christian apologist affiliated with
the Heritage Foundation and similar institutions, had published a scathing piece on President Obama. It
foreshadowed the arguments of his 2010 book, The Roots of Obama's Rage, and related 2012 film,
2016; Obama’s America. D’Souza noted that critics had been attempting to articulate explanations for
President Obama’s foreign policy agenda, suggesting: “The first is that Obama is clueless about business.
The second is that Obama is a socialist…The real problem with Obama is worse–much worse.” He
suggested that readers should look closely at President Obama’s dream, which “is certainly not the
American dream as conceived by the founders. They believed the nation was a ‘new order for the ages.’
A half-century later Alexis de Tocqueville wrote of America as creating ‘a distinct species of mankind.’
This is known as American exceptionalism.” Much to D’Souza’s dismay, President Obama had openly
rejected American exceptionalism, instead he was allegedly driven by the anti-colonial Dreams from My
Father, via the title of his autobiography. D’Souza argued:
From a very young age and through his formative years, Obama learned to see America as a
force for global domination and destruction. He came to view America’s military as an
instrument of neocolonial occupation. He adopted his father’s position that capitalism and free
markets are code words for economic plunder. Obama grew to perceive the rich as an
oppressive class, a kind of neocolonial power within America.
Ultimately, President Obama is cast as the “last anticolonial.” D’Souza announces, “Incredibly, the U.S.
is being ruled according to the dreams of a Luo tribesman of the 1950s. This philandering, inebriated
African socialist, who raged against the world for denying him the realization of his anticolonial
ambitions, is now setting the nation’s agenda through the reincarnation of his dreams in his son.”227
Notably, President Obama’s so-called “apology tour” had become a meme on Fox News as early as April
and again in June 2009, during his first two trips out of the country as President.228 Along with W. Cleon
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Skousen’s The 5,000 Year Leap (1981) and Thomas Sowell’s Basic Economics (2000), Dinesh D’Souza’s
What's So Great About America (2002) was consistently recommended by We the People – The
Michiana 9/12 Project.229
A year later, similar themes were being echoed in downtown Elkhart. Despite the skepticism and
critiques of Elkhart groups, the Tea Party Express held a rally in Kardzhali Park, at noon on Friday, 2
September 2011. Elkhart was one of over two dozen stops on this cross-country bus trip, dubbed the
“Reclaiming America Presidential Tour,” and their willingness to provide a platform for Richard
Mourdock and his run for the US Senate ultimately drew members of various local groups. In addition
to a cast of conservative celebrities and a “JumboTron” provided by Americans for Prosperity, the
repeated tributes to the US military were striking. Debbie Lee, the mother of Marc Allen Lee, the first
Navy SEAL killed in Iraq, spoke at the rally. She had met with President Bush, remained convinced of the
moral correctness of the US invasion of Iraq, and paralleled the Tea Party’s fight to that of soldiers
abroad to save the country.230
During my final months in Elkhart, the leader of Michiana 9/12 insisted during an interview,
“Every great invention in the last 200 years has come from the United States of America. People are
encouraged to thrive. People are encouraged to build. People are encouraged to try to sell.” Four years
later, Donald Trump was the presumptive nominee of the Republican Party to be the next President of
the US, under the slogan “Make America Great Again!” He has repeatedly made some version of the
promise that he made in my current hometown: “We’re going to win so much, you’re going to say, ‘Mr.
President, please, we’re winning so much, we can’t take it anymore. And I’m going to say, ‘I don’t care.
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We’re going to keep winning. We’re going to win, win, win and we’re going to make America great
again.’”231 Trump picked up an important thread that had defined the previous several years, namely
that America is facing tragic decline—a decline often blamed on its first black president, as well as an
influx of immigrants and threats allegedly posed by Muslims—but has indeed been great and can be
dominant again.

Reclaiming a Constitutional Republic
In October 2010, roughly a week before elections, Peter and Tea-MAC held a rally in support of
Republican Jackie Walorski, a frequent visitor to Tea Party gatherings, against incumbent US
Representative Joe Donnelly. Peter told the Elkhart Truth: “The fabric of America is being stretched and
broken, and we need to bring it back…the return to God’s moral compass, hand-in-hand, is the return to
Constitutional fidelity and individual freedom, self-determination, free markets, and everything that our
forefathers designed in this Constitution.”232 Peter consistently stated that the Tea Party of Michiana
Action Coalition (Tea-MAC) is “Christian, Conservative, Constitutionalist.” At another point, explaining
how Tea-MAC vets candidates, Suzy explained: “They have to be committed to Christ; that’s one of our
tenets. They have to be committed to Christ, and even if they’re Jewish, they’re committed to God.
They have to be committed to fidelity to the Constitution. Those are the two huge factors, two big
ones…and they have to be electable.”233 Reflecting on the aims of the Elkhart County Patriots, Bob
explained, “The ultimate goals are a government small enough that we can afford it and not intrusive in
our lives, so that we’re still free. In other words, looking for liberty not tyranny. I’m looking for a
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government just big enough to do the very restricted list of things that the Constitution assigns to the
government.”234
The attempt to reclaim a Constitutional Republic arguably facilitated the intertwining of the two
previous and arguably conflicting elements of neoliberalism and neoconservatism. For many Tea Party
members, the Constitution was a sacred document—second only to and often mentioned in parallel
with the Bible—that was written by fellow Christians with the unique blessing and mandate of God.
Many Tea Party members carried, distributed and periodically referenced the Constitution. The
Constitution was seen as clear and not requiring complex or evolving interpretation; in this sense, most
Tea Party members would arguably be classified as some form of originalist—whether upholding the
original intent or meaning of the Constitution—or textualist, as former Supreme Court Justice Anthony
Scalia preferred be called. Ultimately, a few aspects of the Constitution seemed to draw consistent
attention, including a focus on the Tenth Amendment regarding states’ rights, periodically the Second
Amendment regarding the right to bear arms, various protections for private property throughout the
Constitution and Bill of Rights, and the framing of the US as a republic versus a democracy.
A small cottage industry of self-identified experts in the Constitution and US history sprung up in
Indiana, holding trainings for various Tea Party groups. In introducing his Constitutional Training, Rod
McBain explained his credentials to Michiana 9/12, “I’m a citizen, and I read,” adding that he had also
served in the military. He encouraged a simple approach to the Constitution, emphasizing, “Read what
is written, don’t add or delete or change a word.” McBain emphasized that liberty started in the US;
embodied in our Constitution and Bill of Rights, this concept of liberty was spread to the rest of the
world by the US.235 Former US Congressperson from Indiana, John Hostettler was invited by the Tea
Party of Michiana Action Coalition as a keynote speaker at their First Pastoral Conference in October
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2010, and then invited back by Elkhart County Sheriff Brad Rogers to train his officers and community
leaders for three weekends in the summer of 2011. In his message to “fellow citizens” on the
Constitution Institute’s website—critiquing growing deficits, bailouts of banks and the auto industry,
“the takeover of the health care system” and attempts to “control both the emission of ‘greenhouse’
gasses and the political speech that criticizes such moves” via campaign finance reform—Hostettler
argued that “recent actions by the government give evidence that our political leaders are disregarding
the mandate for that limited role established for the exercise of power from our nation’s capitol.”
However, a return to constitutionally limited government requires that “We the People” know the
Constitution and are prepared to hold government officials accountable, so the mission of Hostettler’s
Constitution Institute was to: “Preserve the blessings of liberty for ourselves and our posterity
by/Promoting a greater understanding of the United States Constitution and/Providing an education in
the practical application of Constitutional principles thereby/Producing citizen-statesmen.”236
Arguably, Glenn Beck, foremost via his promotion of the ideas of W. Cleon Skousen and closely
aligned materials disseminated by the John Birch Society, had substantial influence on the constitutional
understandings of Michiana 9/12, 9/12 groups around the country, and many of the Tea Party
organizations in Indiana.237 W. Cleon Skousen (1913-2006) was a professor of theology and speech at
Brigham Young University in 1971, when he organized The Freemen Institute, which was later renamed
the National Center for Constitutional Studies (NCCS). The NCCS was the publisher of the pocket
Constitutions distributed at every Tea Party event and books like The 5000 Year Leap: Twenty-Eight
Great Ideas That Are Changing the World (originally published 1981) promoted tirelessly by Glenn Beck,
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available for inexpensive purchase at most Tea Party meetings, and distributed by Michiana 9/12 to all
political candidates together with a copy of the Constitution. The NCCS pocket Constitution included an
encouragement for its owner to sign the “Constitutional Pledge,” with “George Washington, Witness,”
and then commit ten others to doing the same; the Pledge states: “I, as one of ‘We, the People of the
United States,’ affirm that I have read (or will read) our U.S. Constitution and pledge to maintain and
promote its standard of liberty for myself and for our posterity and do hereby attest to that by my
signature.”238 Notably, via works like The Naked Communist, The Naked Capitalist and The Communist
Attack on the John Birch Society, W. Cleon Skousen actively defended the John Birch Society and echoed
the intense anti-communist sentiments with its founder Robert Welch, warning of various conspiracies,
including via the Federal Reserve, the Council on Foreign Relations, the Rockefellers and the Rothschilds,
with the presidency of Woodrow Wilson cited as a tragic turning point in US history. As highlighted
above, these ideas were regularly repeated by various Tea Party members, largely echoing Glenn Beck.
Skousen’s The 5000 Year Leap became a national bestseller, despite critiques by mainstream academics
like Professor Sean Wilentz, who decried the work as: “a treatise that assembles selective quotations
and groundless assertions to claim that the U.S. Constitution is rooted not in the Enlightenment but in
the Bible, and that the framers believed in minimal central government.” 239
Many of the ideas in The 5000 Year Leap were echoed by widely and freely available materials
from the John Birch Society, foremost the regularly distributed DVD (and online video): Overview of
America. In Overview of America, the narrator explains, “It wasn’t what government did that made
America great. It was what government was prevented from doing that made the difference. What set
America apart from other lands was freedom for the individual.” In addition to celebrating the Tenth

238

2005. The Constitution of the United States with Index and the Declaration of Independence, Second Edition.
Malta, Idaho: National Center for Constitutional Studies.
239
Sean Wilentz. 18 October 2010. Confounding Fathers: The Tea Party’s Cold War roots. The New Yorker. At:
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2010/10/18/confounding-fathers. Last visited: 28 May 2016.

165

Amendment and wider Bill of Rights, as well as the competition that the Constitution instilled between
states and individuals, this widely distributed and watched video also made a strong distinction between
the US as a republic versus a democracy. The video cites Benjamin Franklin upon his exit from the
Constitutional Congress, who responded to a woman’s question: “What have you given us, sir?” with the
statement: “A republic, ma’am, if you can keep it.” Yet before defining a republic, the film links
communism and fascism together on the far left, with “100% government power,” while the far right is
associated with “0% government power.” Then five forms of government are placed on this spectrum,
namely: monarchy, oligarchy (“most common form of government today”), democracy (“ruled by a
majority”), republic (“ruled by law”), and anarchy. Anarchy quickly leads to oligarchy, and even a
monarch or dictator relies on a small group of elites or an oligarchy, which is again associated with Hitler
and Lenin. As “the rule of the people,” democracy “of course, sounds good,” acknowledges the video,
“but suppose the majority decides to take away one’s home or business or children. Obviously, there
has to be a limit. The flaw in democracy is that the majority isn’t restrained.” The majority is depicted as
an angry mob destroying homes, kidnapping crying children from their parents and literally toppling a
church and US flag. So the viewer is left with a republic or “the public thing, the law,” which limits the
government, “leaving the people alone,” who are depicted standing arm-in-arm over the US Capitol.
“The Founders did everything they could to keep us from having a democracy,” announces the
narrator.240 Supposedly, democracy leads to violence and excess, anarchy and ultimately to oligarchy, so
people are really left with only two choices: oligarchy—“a tyranny of the elite”—or republic.241
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In 2010, Glenn Beck created the online Beck University, whose three initial faculty included
David Barton, founder of the WallBuilders. “WallBuilders is an organization dedicated to presenting
America's forgotten history and heroes, with an emphasis on the moral, religious, and constitutional
foundation on which America was built,” according to its website, which further suggests:
WallBuilders' goal is to exert a direct and positive influence in government, education, and the
family by (1) educating the nation concerning the Godly foundation of our country; (2) providing
information to federal, state, and local officials as they develop public policies which reflect
Biblical values; and (3) encouraging Christians to be involved in the civic arena.242
In 1976, Barton finished his Bachelor of Arts in religious education from Oral Roberts University and
worked as a pastor and schoolteacher for a more than a decade, before founding Wallbuilders in 1989.
He spent several years as vice-chairman of the Texas Republican Party, served as head the ProFamily
Legislative Network, and has been widely touted by leading Republicans, from Mike Huckabee to Newt
Gingrich, and key figures of the Christian Right. His biography notes: “A national news organization has
described him as ‘America's historian,’ and Time Magazine called him a ‘hero to millions - including
some powerful politicians.’ In fact, Time Magazine named him as one of America's 25 most influential
evangelicals.”243 David Barton has also been critiqued by mainstream historians, as well as by those who
identify as evangelical Christians and teach at religiously affiliated universities, and his The Jefferson Lies:
Exposing the Myths You've Always Believed About Thomas Jefferson (2012), a New York Times bestseller,
was pulled by the publisher after scathing critiques of its historical inaccuracies and decontextualized
quotes.244 Yet Barton claims to own over 100,000 original documents pre-dating 1812, which help to tell
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“America’s forgotten history.” In The Myth of Separation (1989) and Original Intent: The Courts, the
Constitution and Religion (1996), Barton suggests that the First Amendment was meant to keep the
federal government from interfering with the exercise of religion in the public sphere or establishing a
national denomination that would prejudice a particular form of Christianity, suggesting that Thomas
Jefferson’s reference to “a wall of separation between Church & State” was a one-way wall applicable
only to the federal government (versus state governments, which could prescribe prayer in school).245
Various Tea Party groups referenced David Barton and watched segments of his conversations with
Glenn Beck. The Elkhart County Tea Party Patriots watched his American Heritage Series (2009) on DVD,
as well as promoting the online course Constitution 101: The Meaning and History of the Constitution
from Hillsdale College.246
If Glenn Beck—via his promotion of Skousen, Barton and others—arguably had the most
significant impact, there are a wider set of institutions that have promoted constitutional originalism,
providing some of the historical antecedents upon which the Tea Party now builds. One of the most
important is Hillsdale College, nearby in Michigan, and its widely viewed online course Constitution 101:
The Meaning and History of the Constitution, originated and led by College President, Dr. Larry P. Arnn.
Hillsdale is part of a wider network of conservative institutions, committed to constitutional originalism.
Founded in 1844, Hillsdale states in its mission: “The College considers itself a trustee of modern man’s
intellectual and spiritual inheritance from the Judeo-Christian faith and Greco-Roman culture, a heritage
finding its clearest expression in the American experiment of self-government under law.” While
Hillsdale touts having opened its doors to people of all races and to women from its origin, it also
explains in outlining its aims, “The College values the merit of each unique individual, rather than
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succumbing to the dehumanizing, discriminatory trend of so called ‘social justice’ and ‘multicultural
diversity,’ which judges individuals not as individuals, but as members of a group and which pits one
group against other competing groups in divisive power struggles.”247 Dr. Arnn was a student of Leo
Strauss via Harry Jaffa, a Trustee of the Heritage Foundation since 2002, and a member of the Mont
Pelerin Society. Dr. Arnn founded the Allan P. Kirby, Jr. Center for Constitutional Studies and Citizenship
at Hillsdale, as well as adding a mandatory one-semester course on the U.S. Constitution. This was the
course, in online form, which became the centerpiece of “Hillsdale College’s NEW major national
campaign to educate millions of citizens about the meaning and history of the U.S. Constitution.”
Although the course was free to anyone who registered, a donation of $100 or more allowed the donor
to receive a copy of Dr. Arnn’s newest publication The Founders’ Key – The Divine and Natural
Connection Between the Declaration and the Constitution and What We Risk by Losing It. The ten
sessions of the online course included: “The Problem of Majority Tyranny,” “Religion, Morality, and
Property,” “The Progressive Rejection of the Founding” and ultimately “The Recovery of the
Constitution.”248 In addition to its work to promote the Constitution, Hillsdale College’s Mossey Library
holds both the Ludwig von Mises and Russell Kirk collections. Hillsdale’s monthly “speech digest”
Imprimis reaches well-over three million subscribers, touting the ideas of key conservatives, from Paul
Ryan to Charles Murray.249 In 2012, Elkhart-area Tea Parties widely circulated an article by Charles
Murray challenging the constitutional validity and effectiveness of the US Department of Education.
Across Indiana, Tea Party groups also cited, promoted or critiqued elected officials and
candidates based on their adherence to the Constitution. Tea Party groups periodically critiqued then
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Indiana Governor Mitch Daniels, particularly following his endorsement of Richard Lugar for reelection
to the US Senate, but in general his fiscal austerity and “right-to-work” legislation won rave reviews. He
was seen as a likely presidential contender in 2011, particularly following his CPAC keynote and the
publication of his book, Keeping the Republic: Saving America by Trusting America (2011). After a
foreword noting the role of Friedrich Hayek, Milton Friedman and Charles Murray in his own
development, Governor Daniel highlights the problematic nature of terms like liberal and conservative,
suggesting: “A ‘liberal’ for most of history, was a person who defended freedom against the power of
government, not, as today, someone who seeks to subjugate individual liberty to state control” (Daniels
2011, 2). For Daniels, the republic and its free systems are threatened by China but also by the excesses
and failures of the US. Evoking the Founding Fathers, he writes: “They worried to their dying days that
their work would be undone by the excesses to which democracies are prone, or by an atrophy of the
character traits—self-discipline, self-reliance, a ‘don’t tread on me’ insistence on individual liberty—that
gave birth to our independence and freedom in the first place” (Daniels 2011, 5). Daniels ends his first
chapter by sharing the same story of Benjamin Franklin responding to a question about the nature of
government established by the Constitutional Convention with the phrase: “A republic, if you can keep
it” (Daniels 2011, 6). While acknowledging the Skeptics, Plato and a series of historical doubters about
the possibility of democracy and the precarious nature of our contemporary republic, Daniels aligns
himself with the founders who thought the intrinsic characteristics of men—being “ambitious,
vindictive, and rapacious”—were surmountable with two caveats, namely: “The first was a set of
constitutional provisions that moderated the people’s more selfish impulses and short-term
temptations….And they knew that the characteristics requisite to sustaining a government by the people
do not come naturally but must be learned, fostered, and practiced” (Daniels 2011, 11). Defining it as “a
genuine grass-roots citizenship movement,” the Tea Party receives several positive nods from Daniels,
who writes:
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The Tea Party may have been born in reaction to bailouts of Wall Street, takeovers of
businesses, and the explosion of federal spending, but it rapidly evolved into a national
movement worthy of the term, sophisticated not only in its tactics and communications but in
the depth of its thought. For the first time in their lives, many Americans were reminded that
there is a Tenth Amendment to the Constitution that reserves certain powers to the states and
therefore puts more responsibility in the hands of the people (Daniels 2011, 83).
These public figures, courses and resources created an infrastructure of support for local Tea
Party organizations, yet a commitment to the Constitution and to reclaiming certain founding principles
of the nation predated much of this infrastructure. We The People – The Michiana 9/12 Project’s
mission statement declared from its inception: “’We The People are dedicated to defend, support and
work to restore the principles and values of the Constitution, individual liberty and limited government
on which the United States of America was founded.”250 Scott and other leaders of Michiana 9/12
consistently elevated constitutional education as central to their mission. Scott noted in an interview,
“We don’t endorse candidates. We really don’t get much into politics to speak of. We talk more about
the Constitution, about the restoration. I shouldn’t say restoration of the Constitution, just the
implementation of the Constitution. A big part of our mission is to educate people on what the
Constitution calls out and spells out.”251 While acknowledging some role for the government in
protecting borders and regulating interstate commerce via the Constitution, Scott emphasizes, “It’s very,
very clear in the Tenth Amendment that if it’s not spelled out, it’s left to interpretation on the state. It
doesn’t mean that the Federal Government is left to its own interpretations. The Constitution is a very
limited document, and it’s a limiting document.”252 The claim of states’ rights has a long history that
weaves through the struggles that culminated in the Civil War and later efforts by southern states to
resist civil rights legislation. Similarly, while the text of the Tenth Amendment is limiting: “The powers
not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to
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the States respectively, or to the people,” courts and scholars have found interpretive space to discuss
the implied powers “necessary and proper” for the federal government to fulfill its constitutional
roles.253 Yet the federal government constantly threatened to undermine individual responsibility and
rights for Scott, who stressed, “It was the intention of the founding fathers to say, ‘We don’t want the
oppression. We left King George, we left that.’…there’s very, very clear words in The Constitution. It’s
not really left for interpretation. It’s that we have the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness.”254
During one of the first meetings that I attended of Michiana 9/12, I met a junior high science
teacher who wanted to give greater local control to school systems and ideally abolish the Department
of Education at the federal level. He argued that it had become increasingly difficult to truly teach and
motivate students, as first Bush’s No Child Left Behind and then Obama’s Race to the Top prioritized
standardized test scores with little attention to the conditions of particular schools. Ultimately, the
Department of Education was unconstitutional.255 In this sense, Charles Murray’s Imprimis article in
2012, “Do We Need the Department of Education?” only reinforced an argument that had already been
actively discussed for a few years among local Tea party organizations.
At the same meeting and various Tea Party meetings across Elkhart County, I regularly saw and
eventually interviewed Sheriff Brad Rogers, who was elected in part with the support and mobilization
of various Tea Party groups. Many across the political spectrum respected Sheriff Rogers, despite his
strong association with the Tea Party. He became a minor folk hero beyond Elkhart, in December 2011,
when he defended a small farmer and raw milk vendor against the US Department of Justice and Food
and Drug Administration. The small farmer, David Hochstetler of Forest Grove Dairy, had been
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repeatedly investigated and inspected by federal agents. After initially acquiescing, he began to resist
the entry of inspectors, received a subpoena to appear before a federal grand jury, and then turned to
Sheriff Rogers for help. Citing the Fourth Amendment against unreasonable searches and seizures,
Rogers sent an email to the federal attorney who had subpoenaed Hochstetler, stating: “This is a notice
that any further attempts to inspect this farm without a warrant signed by a judge, based on probable
cause, will result in federal inspectors’ removal or arrest for trespassing by my officers or I.” Citing the
Tenth Amendment to the Constitution, granting states powers not reserved for the federal government,
Sheriff Rogers told an Elkhart Truth reporter: “If we think the federal government trumps everything,
we’re destined for big trouble in the freedoms here in our country.”256 In an interview that I conducted
a month earlier with Sheriff Rogers, he had emphasized, “I truly believe that a county sheriff can stand in
the gap to be that buffer with the federal government. I’m not looking for a fight. In fact, I cooperate
with the federal government in many arenas.” Again echoing his understanding of the Tenth
Amendment, he continued, “But there comes a point where the Constitution has specific things that the
federal government is supposed to be doing; then it’s up to the state and local.”257 Sheriff Rogers was
invited to Michiana 9/12 to speak about the incident and received a standing ovation.258 The story was
ultimately covered in The New American, a twice-monthly John Birch Society publication, in an issue
entitled “Raw Milk Mandates.”259 As noted above, Sheriff Rogers insisted on rigorous constitutional
training for each of his deputies, given their oath to protect the Constitution. He invited former US
Representative John Hostettler of Indiana to provide two-day weekend classes in June, July and August
of 2011, inviting other citizens to join his officers for a modest fee. “Every officer of the Elkhart County
Sheriff’s Department takes an oath to not only uphold the Constitution of the State of Indiana, but also
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the United States Constitution,” Sheriff Rogers was quoted as saying in the press release from the Office
of the Sheriff. “For that reason, I have enlisted the services of the Constitution Institute to train officers.
Citizens of this county rightly expect those of us who have taken that oath – including their sheriff – to
understand the practical application of the principles found in the nation’s fundamental law that binds
all of us.”260
These commitments led Sheriff Rogers to an alliance with former Sheriff Richard Mack of
Arizona, who co-founded (in 2009) and serves on the board of Oath Keepers, one of the largest “patriot
movement” organizations in the country composed of current and formerly serving military and police
who emphasize their oath to “defend the Constitution against all enemies, foreign and domestic.”261 In
2011, Mack created the closely affiliated Constitutional Sheriffs and Peace Officers Association (CSPOA)
based in Texas, with the mission: “…to Protect, Serve, Uphold, and Defend each citizen’s Natural,
Unalienable Right to Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness as outlined in our Bill of Rights, and our
Constitution.”262 In the 1990s, Mack was active with the National Rifle Association, serving as a plaintiff
in one of the legal challenges against the Brady Handgun Violence Prevention Act (Mack and Printz v.
United States), which ultimately led to the Supreme Court ruling 5-4 that aspects of the Act were
unconstitutional. In a 2012 run for US Congress via Texas’ 21st District, he touted this as “a landmark
decision on the issue of states’ rights and local independence,” spoke of the Constitution as divinely
inspired, and committed to advance “principles of state sovereignty as defined by the Constitution of
the United States,” while touting appearances at over 120 Tea Party rallies.263 By 2012, following his
national recognition for defending farmer David Hochstetler, Sheriff Rogers had joined the Board of
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Directors of CSPOA. On 10 January 2012, Sheriff Rogers received immense praise from northern Indiana
Tea Party members for inviting Sheriff Mack to Tea-MAC, an event attended by some 500 people
according to the group.264 Estimating a crowd of closer to 350 people for the event at Beulah Missionary
Church, the Elkhart Truth quoted Sheriff Mack as saying: ““Government is here to protect our rights, and
when they don’t, we have to do something about it. And that’s all Sheriff Rogers did.”265 At the end of
January, Sheriff Rogers offered a keynote address at the Constitutional Sheriffs Convention, organized
by CSPOA in Las Vegas.266 On 20 February 2012, Sheriff Rogers received standing ovations from
members of Michiana 9/12 for carrying a concealed weapon and declaring: “We’re trying to save this
Republic, to protect the Constitution,” while highlighting the $10,000 that he had set aside to educate
his officers on the Constitution. He encouraged all present to listen to his speech at the Constitutional
Sheriffs Convention, which had been posted online.267
After the conclusion of my research, in April 2014, Sheriff Rogers again found himself briefly on
the national stage by joining Sheriff Mack and the Executive Director of Oath Keepers, Stewart Rhodes,
in defending Cliven Bundy, a member of the anti-government “sovereign citizen movement” and cattle
rancher in an armed standoff with the US Bureau of Land Management (BLM) in Nevada, over unpaid
grazing fees on federal land. Bundy’s standoff was widely covered by Fox News and ultimately the New
York Times, securing the support of Senator Rand Paul, among others. While Sheriff Rogers reportedly
used vacation time to take the trip, Oath Keepers paid for his expenses. This drew criticism locally,
particularly after Sheriff Rogers was warmly welcomed to the podium (in a widely disseminated video), a
mere 15 minutes after Bundy shared his views of “Negroes” based on his observations of housing
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projects in Las Vegas: “They abort their young children, they put their young men in jail, because they
never learned how to pick cotton. And I’ve often wondered, are they better off as slaves, picking cotton
and having a family life and doing things, or are they better off under government subsidy? They didn’t
get no more freedom.” Sheriff Rogers distanced himself from Bundy, suggesting, “I consider his
comments unacceptable and horrendous,” claiming that he was not present when they were made yet
noting that he saw black men serving as Bundy’s bodyguards, raising questions for Sheriff Rogers about
whether he was “racist.” This received strong reactions, both positive and negative, forcing Sheriff
Rogers to defend his trip as a “peacekeeping mission…on my own time.” In a related Facebook post, he
insisted, “I will continue to fight against tyranny at all levels, and for all people (including liberals) and
will be the proactive constitutional sheriff most Elkhart County citizens expect.”268 Bundy ultimately
won the standoff and continued to graze his cattle on federal land without paying fees, after local Sheriff
Doug Gillespie intervened and negotiated with a newly confirmed BLM Director, Neil Kornze. However,
in 2016, Cliven Bundy was arrested by the FBI on his way to support his sons Ammon and Ryan Bundy in
their occupation of the Malheur National Wildlife Refuge in Oregon.269
This association with Mack (and Bundy) risks caricaturing Sheriff Rogers or minimizing the
complexity of his positions. His officers checked licenses and policed undocumented migrants, but he
also actively challenged conceptions of Latinos tied to disproportionate drug use or dealing. He put
together a bipartisan committee of community leaders, the Elkhart County Re-Entry Initiative, to actively
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address recidivism and promote alternative sentencing. Sheriff Rogers explained, “So my philosophy is
to change hearts and minds for those that are in the facility.” While supporting all inmates to practice
the religion of their choice, as a constitutional right, he welcomed volunteers to share the gospel,
noting, “We have 74 services a month; we have multiple Bible studies and chaplains approved to go into
the living areas and minister to inmates.” Sheriff Rogers was also a noted advocate of evidence-based
programming, providing multiple courses for inmates on subjects from parenting to financial
management to anger control. He actively advocated with local employers to hire ex-offenders. “I’ve
got 900 inmates over here; some of them are just great people. They’re skilled workers. You could
probably trust them with your paycheck. They’re not necessarily dishonest; they’ve got addictions
issues,” Rogers emphasized.270
Writing in a university library in New York City, I am aware of the tendency to simplify the
Midwest or the Tea Party before honestly listening or attempting to understand. To grapple with the
complexity is not to deny contradictions, forms of racism or limited accounts of history. In her study of
the Tea Party movement’s use of history, Jill Lepore argues that their understandings or claims tend to
move beyond constitutional originalism to “historical fundamentalism,” which “is marked by the belief
that a particular and quite narrowly defined past—‘the founding’—is ageless and sacred and to be
worshipped; that certain historical texts—‘the founding documents’—are to be read in the same spirit
with which religious fundamentalists read, for instance, the Ten Commandments…” (Lepore 2010, 16).
However, calling Lepore “an expert at mocking,” Gordon Wood suggests that she may be too quick to
dismiss the political sentiments tied up in “popular memory” via her pursuit of “critical history.”271
Some national myths would arguably benefit from repeated reinvestigations via critical history.
However, the danger in too easily dismissing Glenn Beck or Constitutional trainings may be that one
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misses the wider political significance of this reassertion of “popular memory” or reclaiming of certain
understanding of the US and the implications—negative or positive—of new groups of people coming
into motion around these ideas. Notably, one message of both the Tea Party and growing movements
on the Left is that both mainstream parties have failed to confront the prolonged economic crisis (that
began long before 2008 and promises to continue for many people and their children) or effectively
address substantial social divisions within the country, while too often appearing coopted by elite
interests. Notably, as Lepore acknowledges in her work, reclamations of the Revolution and (aspects
of) its values, as well as references to the founding documents of the US, are prevalent on both the Right
and the Left.
The words of a speech in 2013, shortly after I finished this research, seem worth quoting in
some length:
…we bear witness to the enduring strength of our Constitution. We affirm the promise of our
democracy. We recall that what binds this nation together is not the colors of our skin or the
tenets of our faith or the origins of our names. What makes us exceptional – what makes us
American – is our allegiance to an idea, articulated in a declaration made more than two
centuries ago: "We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they
are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are Life, Liberty,
and the pursuit of Happiness." Today we continue a never-ending journey, to bridge the
meaning of those words with the realities of our time. For history tells us that while these truths
may be self-evident, they have never been self-executing; that while freedom is a gift from God,
it must be secured by His people here on Earth. The patriots of 1776 did not fight to replace the
tyranny of a king with the privileges of a few or the rule of a mob. They gave to us a Republic, a
government of, and by, and for the people, entrusting each generation to keep safe our
founding creed.272
If President Obama, in his second inaugural address, ultimately interpreted these phrases in ways that
would not fully reflect the understandings and priorities of many Tea Party members, it seems striking
that these first few paragraphs might have been spoken by a Tea Party leader in Elkhart. At one level,
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this speaks of a long political tradition of claiming a mandate or values from the past, from national
myths, from the founding of the US as a Constitutional Republic.

Tea Party Wins and Losses
It is difficult to fully assess the impact of the Tea Party, including in shaping the current political
context. If there has been a tendency to focus on students and other young people as a key force for
social change, the Tea Party revealed the importance of politically engaged, actively voting older adults,
who see their way of life threatened. Not unlike students, many of these older adults have time to
study, worry, call elected officials and take other forms of action, often with more substantial resources
than many in society.
The Tea Party emerged in a context of serious economic crisis that revealed deepening
inequality and a precarious future. If a growing number of politicians and commentators have raised
alarm about potential social upheaval, those with economic and political power structurally benefit from
this inequality. In the US, as in many countries, elected officials are often beholden to wealthy campaign
donors and closer to financial and corporate elites than to working people. With few competing
explanations and plenty of anecdotal evidence, the government became the primary target for the
frustration of Tea Party members. Importantly, this was also fueled by the fourth estate, the free press
touted as a cornerstone of democracy and watchdog over the various branches of government. If
wealthy donors and think tanks were important to supporting key Tea Party candidates, Fox News
provided its largest national platform, promoting local Tea Party rallies and consistently interviewing
grassroots leaders, while simultaneously giving space to Glenn Beck for a couple important years. This
was complemented by social media amplifying independent media and commentary which reinforced
certain interpretations of the world, notably across the political spectrum. From 2016, Donald Trump’s
vulgar, controversial and brazen statements provided rapt audiences—whether horrified or attracted—
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for endless media outlets. This once minor celebrity—a billionaire with a reality TV show and his name
on real estate developments—received phenomenal coverage, nationally and globally. Even before
winning the US Presidency, he helped to invigorate a form of political discourse that often tapped into
resentment, prejudice, and fear. The press has provided the megaphone.
Beyond the US, the Right has gained ground in many countries via calls to national greatness
and often a complementary targeting of immigrants or minorities for the woes facing workers and a
shrinking “middle class,” notably while often maintaining economic policies that promise deepening
inequality and crisis. Across Europe, India, the Philippines, Brazil and beyond, the resurgence of the
Right has increasingly characterized the past several years. At points, this is coupled with sophisticated
defamation of communities who stand for their basic rights, deeming them anti-national, antidevelopment or even “terrorist,” providing justification for further repression. It is beyond the scope of
this present project to assess the extent to which the Tea Party—situated in the heart of the most
militarily and economically powerful country in the world—created a model or political space that
indirectly fostered similar movements in other countries. Many political parties and movements on the
Right, whether in Europe or Latin America, predate the Tea Party but were often relatively insignificant
parties or in a period of long demise prior to 2008.
Another measure of impact—notably not adopted by all Tea Party and 9-12 groups—is the
electoral successes and failures of Tea Party-endorsed candidates. Bob and the Elkhart County Patriots,
Peter and Suzy of Tea-MAC, and Hoosiers for a Conservative Senate were tireless in holding rallies,
attending parades and phone banking for Tea Party candidates in the lead up to the 2012 election.273 As
highlighted above, Indiana’s race for the US Senate drew national attention, as these groups united
behind State Treasurer Richard Mourdock in the Republican primary against US Senator Richard Lugar.
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Mourdock’s run against Senator Lugar was seen as a significant test for the strength of the Tea Party
movement. Having served in the Senate since 1977, with few meaningful challenges and high approval
ratings, Senator Lugar was the ranking Republican member of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee.
Yet Mourdock—with the support of Tea Party chapters across the state and ultimately FreedomWorks,
the Tea Party Express, the National Rifle Association and the Club for Growth—was soon dubbing him a
“Washington insider” and “Obama’s favorite Republican.” Many were angered by Lugar’s support for
the appointment of Elena Kagan and Sonia Sotomayor to the US Supreme Court, and significantly, the
importance of Supreme Court and other federal judges would justify many votes for President Trump in
2016. Mourdock challenged the legitimacy of Lugar’s candidacy, since the one-time Indianapolis mayor
had sold his Hoosier home in 1977 (seemingly to afford having his family in Washington, D.C.). The Club
for Growth ultimately allocated over $1.7 million on ads to advance Mourdock’s candidacy,
approximately a third of the funds that supported his primary run.274 Chris Chocola, the President of the
Club for Growth, was a former US Congressperson serving the Second District covering Elkhart and
periodically visited local Tea Party groups, including We The People-Michiana 9/12.275 Mourdock, a
geologist in the energy sector and elected Commissioner of Vanderburgh County in 1995, successfully
ran for State Treasurer at Governor Mitch Daniels’ request in 2005. He came to state and national
prominence in 2009, when he brought a suit on behalf of public pensioners against the Obama
administration for giving preference to the United Auto Workers over bondholders in the bailout of
Detroit car companies. His national prominence grew on 8 May 2012, when he soundly defeated Lugar
in the primary with 61 percent of the vote.276 While Governor Mitch Daniels had endorsed Senator
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Lugar in the primary, the Governor took the stage with Mourdock the next day and formally endorsed
his run for Senate. On Sunday, 21 October 2012, Mourdock became only the second candidate, after
Utah Senator Orrin Hatch, to receive presidential candidate Mitt Romney’s official endorsement on
camera. Mourdock was a strong contender to be the next Senator from Indiana. However, on Tuesday,
23 October, in a televised debate with his opponent, moderate Democratic Congressman Joe Donnelly,
Mourdock stirred national controversy and divisions among senior Republicans by stating: “I came to
realize life is a gift from God, and I think even when life begins in that horrible situation of rape, that it is
something that God intended to happen."277 On 6 November 2012, Donnelly easily won the election.
In May 2010, Dan Coats won the Indiana Republican Primary for the US Senate, before going
onto defeat Brad Ellsworth, his Democratic opponent in the November election. Coats was notably a
retired US Senator, having served initially until 1998, and a U.S. ambassador to Germany under
President George W. Bush. However, he was forced to face aggressive challenges from State Senator
Marlin Stutzman, a Tea Party favorite from Elkhart County, and former US Representative John
Hostettler, who had the support of libertarian Republican Ron Paul. A month later, Stutzman would go
on to win a special election for Indiana’s Third District Seat in the U.S. House of Representatives,
defeating 14 other candidates, seemingly due to strong Tea Party backing. As highlighted above,
Hostettler would become a regular lecturer at Tea Party meetings across the state and region as
President of the Constitution Institute.
In 2012, the electoral impacts of the Tea Party at the national level were more substantial.
Stutzman held onto his seat. Jackie Walorski, with the help of redistricting and vociferous Tea Party
support, easily won a second run for Indiana’s Second District Seat in the U.S. House of Representatives.
These districts collectively cover Elkhart County. As the national election approached, Tea Party groups
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also drew media attention for a series of controversial signs and billboards. For instance, a billboard, at
the corner of John Weaver Parkway and Nappanee Street in Elkhart, declared: “The Navy SEALs removed
one threat to America... The voters must remove the other.” Some 25 protestors from the Elkhart
County Democrats suggested that the billboard equated Al Qaeda leader Osama Bin Laden with
President Obama. However, many were happy to go on record in support of the billboard, sponsored by
We the People of Marshall and Fulton counties, a Tea Party group from Plymouth, Indiana. The cofounders and leaders of the Tea Party of Michiana Action Coalition (TEA-MAC) defended the sign, with
Suzy suggesting that it represented a call “to do something about the very real threat of socialism,”
while Peter simply pointed to the First Amendment right to free speech and suggested: “So that’s the
beginning and the end of the comment.”278 President Obama did not win Indiana, failing to repeat his
2008 victory in the state.
At the state and local level, Mike Pence, Donald Trump’s pick for Vice President in 2016, won the
governorship of Indiana, in 2012. Tea Party members welcomed Pence on a few occasions during his
campaign, including holding small rallies in Elkhart and South Bend in April 2012.279 A former talk show
host, Pence served several terms as US Congressperson but won Tea Party support for his candidacy for
Governor due to his strong stands. As Governor of Indiana, Pence continued pro-business policies while
setting pace nationally in his embrace of charter schools and vouchers, using public resources to allow
students to attend private schools, with “the number of students receiving taxpayer funds to attend a
private school, religious or not, [growing] from 4,000 to more than 30,000 students in five years…[with]
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the unbudgeted expense of the program, estimated at $53 million just for the 2015-16 school year.”280
He garnered national attention for his social agenda, which included “a failed attempt to ban gay
marriage; an abortion law that makes it illegal for a woman to have an abortion because of a fetal
abnormality; and perhaps more important, he signed into law a provision that allowed businesses with
religious objections to refuse services to LGBT customers,” namely the Religious Freedom Restoration
Act, which was then amended under intense public and economic pressure.281
Elkhart’s Tea Party organizations also deserve credit for helping to secure office for its chosen
candidates for the Indiana House of Representatives, including Tim Wesco, Wes Culver and Tim Neese,
until his election as Mayor of Elkhart. Peter Heck, host of a syndicated Christian radio program and
master of ceremonies for Glenn Beck (2010) and Richard Mourdock (2011) rallies, claimed that the
Indiana legislature was a “product of the Tea Party,” which had “blocked blood money to Planned
Parenthood.”282
However, as highlighted above, it striking that President Trump is neither a moral conservative
nor an economic libertarian. His protectionist, anti-trade rhetoric sits uneasily with the latter, while his
treatment of women and denigration of various groups of people has troubled some evangelical
Christians and other moral conservatives. Yet, if the Tea Party arguably failed to co-opt the Republican
Party, it is also unclear that the Republican Party ultimately co-opted them, as Scott feared in his
comment above. Commentators have already spent years attempting to explain the rise of Donald
Trump. Not unlike the rise of Bernie Sanders, a self-described “socialist” in a country with a couple
generations still raised on Cold War rhetoric, it in part points to the material conditions facing most US
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residents. As highlighted above, growing inequality before and again after the economic crisis,283
stagnate wages and declining labor force participation rates,284 secretive trade deals and resilient
investment banks, ongoing and new wars, and more threaten the well-being of the majority of US
residents. Following the police shooting of Michael Brown on 9 August 2014, in Ferguson, Missouri,
Black Lives Matter and intertwining grassroots movements have again foregrounded the ongoing
violence and systemic racism facing black communities, and the 2016 presidential contest highlighted
the sexual harassment and substantive inequality still experienced by women. However, economic
hardship is also impacting white US males, particularly without college degrees. In a study that received
substantial coverage but only confirmed what many were already living in Middle America, Anne Case
and Angus Deaton revealed a substantial increase in the mortality rates of middle-aged, white, nonHispanic men and women from 1999-2013 in the US, foremost due to suicide and drug use, as well as
self-reported declines in physical and mental health; this was contrary to all other ethnic and racial
groups in the US, as well as all other wealthier countries.285 If this group has long enjoyed at least a
modicum of unearned privilege, many of its members are painfully aware that their America is in
decline.
Throughout 2016, Donald Trump offered a consistent response, naming aspects of this decline
and declaring: “Make America Great Again!” While acknowledging the plight of the working class, his
comments at points suggested an America that excludes Muslims and migrants, is patriarchal, dismisses
persons with disabilities and “losers,” and evokes a politics of fear. Compared to the rhetoric of Donald
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Trump, the Tea Party appears principled in its attention to morality, “freedom,” local government, and
the Constitution, as well as the politics of representation. Yet if conditions laid much of the groundwork
for Trump (or Bernie Sanders), the Tea Party—as a complex, fragmentary whole—spent years suggesting
that an Obama presidency would lead to national destruction, decrying his ‘apology tour,’ questioning
his identity (i.e. birth certificate, religious affiliation and even name), and notably stoking a defiant note
of self-reliance and state’s rights under the banner “Don’t Tread on Me.” If Donald Trump is not the
President they imagined, their grassroots organizing and activism—together with Fox News and allied
national organizations—also helped to create a context in which a Trump candidacy was viable. I have
not returned to northern Indiana to ask former Tea Party leaders or members about their assessment of
Trump. Significantly, many might point to the failures of the Democratic Party to prioritize jobs and
small businesses over the financial sector, and the Party’s seeming disdain their faith-based moral
concerns.
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CHAPTER 5
Projects of Survival and Solidarity

In the face of an economic crisis that hit Elkhart, Indiana, harder and faster than almost
anywhere in the country, glimpses of a community of mutual aid and collective resilience were present.
If parts of national debate were immersed in blaming immigrants, neo-racist “birther” controversies
questioning the legitimacy of the first black President of the US, and castigating the poor for causing
their own impoverishment, multiple informal grassroots organizations in Elkhart—echoing similar
uprisings and experiments in other parts of the country—began to practice (or deepen the practice of)
inclusive alternatives, offering implicit and at points explicit critiques of wider socio-economic
relationships and political institutions. Elkhart County Works Together, the Elkhart Local Food Alliance,
People’s History of Elkhart and Indiana’s Dream Initiative provided focal points for much of this analysis
and action, creating community gardens and communal living experiments that often united people
across historic divisions of race, ethnicity and language. Occupy Elkhart later drew a wider set of people
facing unemployment and dispossession into motion, mirroring similar mobilizations in nearby South
Bend and Indianapolis, among other cities around the state, looking to the example of New York City.
Even some social service agencies—from Church Community Services to Maple City Health Care
Center—found and created spaces to speak more directly about the causes of impoverishment and
inequality, while fostering conversations about “our futures together.”
However, these experiments, debates and actions emerged in a context from which Left political
organizations had been largely absent for decades, with the vast majority of grassroots leaders having
little awareness of Indiana’s own radical history, including the launching the Socialist Party of America.
The Anabaptist backgrounds of many leaders, connecting them to the Radical Reformation and a
187

tradition of discipleship following the historical Jesus and the early Christian church, led to deep
skepticism about government institutions, minimizing questions framed around public interest or
government obligations (for instance, via human rights), while encouraging “simplicity” and mutual aid.
For several, this resonated with anarchist ideas, which were fostered by Jesus Radicals, whose
Mennonite/Anabaptist founders were based in Elkhart but had a national reach via their website,
podcast, publishing and annual conference at the intersection of Christianity and anarchism. Proposed
solutions were often local or small-scale, community-based alternatives, at times evoking a Romantic
past of do-it-yourself community- or self-provisioning, critical of technology as a root cause of injustice
and attuned to reclaiming radical faith traditions. These alternatives—often attempting to withdraw
from the dominant society and modeling another way of being—at points echoed Owenite or Fourierist
socialism in intentionally constructing and offering a model that others would ideally emulate. In other
moments, the framing of these alternatives seemed to recall agrarian populist critiques of corrupt
governments and greedy monopolies, even envisioning new forms of farmer and worker co-ops.
However, while some leaders looked to more recent intentional communities within the Anabaptist and
Catholic Worker traditions in and beyond Elkhart, most had little awareness of New Harmony, the
Grange, or the People’s Party, described in the second chapter. Political horizons in the Midwest had
long been limited by actual repression during and following both World Wars. These alternatives
emerged following the so-called “end of ideology”—first articulated in the 1950s, following devastating
critiques of Stalin (including from Khrushchev) and the rise of the welfare state dulling the extremes of
capitalism—and the related end of utopian alternatives beyond liberal capitalism announced by Prime
Minister Thatcher and echoed triumphantly with the final demise of the Soviet Union (Jacoby 1999).
These experiments grew amid the end of meaningful constraints on (neoliberal) capitalism and
“structural adjustment,” as well as the post-modern rejection of metanarratives by most of the US
academy.
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By 2009, many groups on the Right had at least superficially adopted the politics of identity and
representation from progressive liberals, including Tea Party groups eager to foreground black and
Latino leaders. With growing visibility after 2016, some groups cynically defended white male identity
or fought for so-called religious liberties to allow discrimination in care and service. Progressive liberals,
in turn, tended to have little analysis of class or a robust intersectional analysis including structural and
historical understandings of racism, patriarchy and other forms of oppression, for instance, as
articulated by the Cohambee River Collective (Taylor 2017). Liberal individual rights—fought for and
often won in the 1960s—easily entwined with the neoliberal rhetoric of freedom and consumer choice
(Harvey 2005). At points, this led to a politics of self-fulfillment, consumer choice and personal freedom
instead of social justice, fueled by an echo chamber created by email lists and social media.
In dozens of formal interviews and hundreds of extended conversations about political and
economic issues, discussions of economic and social rights—long silenced in human rights discourse in
the US—were rare. Perhaps more pointedly, Marx’s name was only spoken in a relatively positive tone
by three people in Indiana, even as the Right—via Glenn Beck and the local revival of the John Birch
Society—indulged in the widespread but erroneous use of ‘socialist’ or ‘communist’ as an insult to
describe then President Obama. One progressive grassroots leader had encountered Marx and anticolonial thinkers while working outside of the US, with the Mennonite Central Committee, but he
quickly suggested that any explicit discussion of Marxist or socialist ideas would still be taboo in Elkhart
and the wider Midwest.286 (Notably, significant support for a self-identified “socialist” candidate for
president in 2016, namely Bernie Sanders, may have shifted this.) A second younger leader had been
briefly introduced to and found some value with Marx’s economic analysis, but during my fieldwork, he
was uncertain of how Marx’s ideas could connect with his own religious and anarchist-informed political
commitments, particularly given the immense abuses and failures of actually existing Communism. In
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2013-2014, following fieldwork, we had an extended exchange on Gramsci and his theory of hegemony
in the context of his ongoing organizing, leading to several versions of a collective diagram of Gramsci’s
ideas.287 He eventually read Marx’s Capital, Volume One, as part of an online study group with
grassroots leaders from other parts of the country. Finally, one of the leaders of Occupy Elkhart was
drawn to the International Workers of the World (IWW) and had some involvement with the Democratic
Socialists of America (before their surge in popularity with the presidential candidacy of Bernie Sanders
in 2016), providing him with a clearer anti-capitalist critique.288 Notably, at Jubilee House, a communal
residence for Mennonite Voluntary Service participants supported by Prairie Street Mennonite House,
there were a series of posters from Robert Shetterly’s series Americans Who Tell the Truth, in
conjunction with Yes! Magazine and Howard Zinn’s Education Project. The leader, who was eventually
drawn to Gramsci, liked to periodically reference a Eugene Debs’ quote from one of these posters: "If
you go to the city of Washington, you will find that almost all of those corporation lawyers and cowardly
politicians, members of congress, and mis-representatives of the masses claim, in glowing terms, that
they have risen from the ranks to places of eminence and distinction. I am very glad that I cannot make
that claim for myself. I would be ashamed to admit that I had risen from the ranks. When I rise it will be
with the ranks, and not from the ranks” (Canton, Ohio, June 16, 1918).289 However, the overall erasure
of Marxism and the lingering taboo associated with socialism—in the state that gave birth to Eugene
Debs and the Socialist Party of America—suggests that this historical and theoretical source of critique
from the Left has been largely foreclosed for many decades.
In addition to Jesus Radicals, Occupy Wall Street and its local manifestations reinforced interest
in anarchism, direct democracy and horizontal practices, beginning in the final months of 2011. At
points, some anarchists were drawn to the same neoliberal or libertarian ideas and thinkers as Tea Party
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leaders. However, if Tea Party members often uneasily combined neoliberal ideas with neoconservative
morality, anarchist-inspired leaders tended to blend ideas of autonomy and limited government with a
distinct values-based discourse concerned with challenging oppression, nonviolence and—particularly in
Elkhart—promoting simplicity, attuned to climate change and other environmental limits. On many
issues, affecting the lives of individuals and entire communities, these divergences—between right and
left or Tea Party and anarchist alternatives—are deeply consequential.
The following section ethnographically traces the origin stories of several grassroots groups on
the Left that emerged primarily or at least partially in response to the economic crisis; significantly, the
crisis intensified longstanding economic precarity and social tensions affecting many communities in
Elkhart and across the country. In doing so, this chapter examines the founders or leaders of these
groups, as well as highlighting a couple longer-standing organizations or projects that served as allies,
together with a set of progressive religious institutions. A few of these Left projects intentionally built
diverse leadership, attempted to learn from and connect histories of community struggle, and ultimately
maintained engagement, deepened analysis and undertook growing action through the election of
President Trump. This chapter ends by examining Occupy Elkhart, as well as Occupy Indy and the wider
implications of similar Occupy mobilizations across the Midwest and beyond, inspired by Occupy Wall
Street. The following chapter explores the sources of inspiration and analysis that helped emergent
leaders make sense of their context, situating issues and their responses within the wider conditions and
political dynamics impacting their community, before outlining the alternatives proposed by these
groups and briefly assessing their evolving impacts. By late 2012, as the bulk of my research was
finishing, many had sought out Anabaptist and anarchist models of intentional community. Together
with a growing set of grassroots leaders, they were confronting histories of oppression as well as
environmental destruction and deepening anti-capitalist critiques, often with clear commitments that
the impoverished and oppressed—building relationships and solidarity across historic divisions—needed
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to be central to any meaningful alternatives to the inequalities and injustices of liberal capitalist
modernity.

Origin Stories
During the first couple years of the downturn, newly unemployed folks—from factory workers
to a former newspaper editor to computer specialists—formed Elkhart County Works Together (ECWT),
part support group, part community gardening program, and part skills/job bank, matching unemployed
workers with community needs for odd jobs. David, the founder of the group, grew up “very poor” but
had held substantial positions in the Mennonite Church as well as undertaking initial doctoral work. He
was clear that his childhood gave him a unique perspective, which was deepened through a period of
work in the Philippines, during and after the time of the EDSA People Power Revolution that led to the
departure of President Ferdinand Marcos in 1986. This experience was later complemented by trying to
live out “a radical politics or economic analysis, to embed that in a real community, with regular,
ordinary people” in a poor section of Lancaster, Pennsylvania, where he learned that “it’s relatively easy
to rail, it’s relatively easy to be prophetic, if you want to use a spiritual term, but to live out over 10 and
20 and 30 years that kind of progressive, radical analysis, that’s hard.”290
David was quite pragmatic and non-ideological in his approach. In discussing the context in
Elkhart County, he explained:
People here are very pro-business and anti-government and pro-church, which I can just accept
at face-value. What we have here is a reality that, for thousands of people in Elkhart County,
the free market is incapable of supplying what they need. You don’t have to have a big critique
of capitalism. …The business community cannot employ people. The government programs that
are in place are insufficient. …Churches respond basically on the altruistic motive and on a
charity level, and churches are finding it impossible to continue to respond to the needs of their
members on a charity level.291

290
291

Interview 26 August 2009.
Ibid.

192

Yet he pointed out related contradictions. David highlighted The Horizon Project (2002-2006)—uniting
government, business and the Elkhart Community Foundation, as well as a range of community
members—which discussed and planned Elkhart’s economic and social future; central to their findings
was the need to diversify the types of businesses present, recognizing that Elkhart had largely become a
one-industry county with the demise of the pharmaceutical and band instrument industries. As an
“accident of history,” the RV industry survived due to its overall lack of susceptibility to outsourcing, as
well as a labor force in the Amish that did not demand health insurance, in his analysis. Those central to
the Horizon Project were now clear that this type of crisis was likely, particularly looking at the cyclical
nature of the RV industry dependent on substantial financing for luxury goods and oil prices. Yet amid
deindustrialization and the disappearance of lower skilled jobs, “What’s the problem if Elkhart County
hung onto it, if people could make $50,000 a year and support their families and have homes?” David
asked, continuing, “It’s really hard to be really critical of the bankers and the business people and the
manufacturers and the folks that worked in the factory for being able—and I’m going to say—hang on so
long. That’s even sort of a fatalistic thing that those large forces are going to hollow this out, and it was
inevitable.”292 However, a year later, he reflected with disappointment on a recent Goshen City Council
meeting, as tax abatements were given to the RV industry again, and despite their stated intention to do
so, the leaders of The Horizon 2.0 did not seem to be learning from the past. To a large extent, the
industry was already starting to rebound—Keystone had recently opened a new factory and others had
hired some employees back—but the industry had also consolidated significantly, with many
manufacturers still using temporary agencies and maintaining lower pay and benefits.293 David had
been reluctant to place blame in 2009, but he did speak about his vision for solutions. “How do we dig
our way out of this hole? I think it is much more self-contained, self-sufficiency, without being
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xenophobic, without being doctrinaire about it. That’s really my life’s work from here on out, in terms
of my passion and my calling,” he suggested. He then connected it back to ECWT, declaring, “…we’ve
got to learn how to raise our food or much more of it. So the garden project is very much about raising
your own food, and the skills bank is very much about how do you take an available body of paying
activities and an available amount of financial wealth and divide it up so that it works for everyone.”294
Given his experience, David was a touchstone and periodic mentor to younger, particularly Mennonite
leaders that were emerging amidst the economic crisis, who would similarly focus on local, small-scale
solutions.

Growing Local Food and Community
Before the economic crisis, Elkhart was already grappling with significant inequalities and the
issues of many small US cities—histories of urban renewal, white flight, deindustrialization, selfmedication, and long-simmering tensions between communities. For many of the young leaders
mobilized by the crisis and often earlier dissatisfaction with the status quo, there was common
valorization of DIY (do-it-yourself), self-sufficiency—skeptical of any government interventions—that
resonated across the political spectrum. This was complemented by a strong commitment to building
intentional community across diversity and histories of oppression. Beginning in 2009, the Elkhart Local
Food Alliance (ELFA) mobilized and trained residents throughout South Central Elkhart to grow their
own food in community gardens, build rain barrels to avoid paying for city water, and forage for wild
edibles, while contemplating a job training program tied to market gardening. These gardens emerged
in vacant lots (a few eventually with City permission), church lawns, and eventually public school yards.
One of the central young women leaders had grown up on a farm, part of a Mennonite family still tied to
the land. Another had experienced poverty when her father was imprisoned and found hope living with
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her brother for a period in the Jesus People USA intentional community in Chicago, which was founded
as part of the Jesus Movement in 1972. A couple elderly members, long-time residents of South Central
Elkhart, brought and shared knowledge of gardening and preserving. One of the families, who
consistently participated, had faced ongoing economic hardship since the start of the economic crisis.
Tina homeschooled their children, in part to shield them from repeated new schools as they faced
eviction, doubled up with her mom, and finally but tenuously secured another apartment. Shortly after
my formal fieldwork, they would become part of a communal living project. Her husband Phil
confronted repeated layoffs and renewed job searches, despite having served in the US Navy. While
Phil had strong critiques of many economic policies, neither he nor Tina had any interest in government
support and spoke only about increasing self-sufficiency and ensuring a simple, quality life for their
family in a supportive community. A couple of the younger members integrated skills exchanges around
foraging for edible wild plants, brewing beer with wild yeast and local ingredients, and preserving food
for winter. ELFA was initially centered on Jubilee House, which provided a home and intentional
community for a few leaders, a meeting space and one of several community garden spaces, as well as
hosting a weekly community meal and potluck, drawing diverse and often unemployed and poor
community members. Several of the younger members would start different communal residences,
often purchased via county tax sales and collectively renovated; a couple became co-founders of the
cooperative Rise Up Farm project, on land provided by a member of the historic Fellowship of Hope
intentional community in Elkhart.295 Many of the younger members helped supplement their own and
neighbors’ grown food with “dumpster diving” or scavenging at local grocery store dumpsters and
would introduce the practice to neighbors, sharing the best times to go and how to handle occasional
harassment by police and security guards. Over time, some of them built relationships with friendly
produce managers and other grocery store employees, who would call them when a large quantity of
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aging but usable food was about to be taken out. While a couple would speak eloquently about the
political or moral value of using this surplus, scavenging surplus food and neighborhood gardens were
important to meeting basic needs for some.296
”Some people are really desperate. It’s painful to look at it head on, because it’s pretty intense.
People we know and care about – this family across the street didn’t have heat all of last winter in their
house,” explained one of the core leaders of ELFA. Referencing the last group meeting, which I had
attended, she highlighted, “A lot of the people sitting in this room on Tuesday don’t have any formal
employment and that’s why they can be at meetings in the afternoon and why they’re available to do
gardening. So for them it’s a way to connect and have a meaningful community and grow food.” She
noted that the “economic disenfranchisement” of the community was intensified by but certainly predated that economic crisis, with substantial impacts on children whose parents are “occupied with
survival.” ELFA has tried to build their gardens as safe and welcoming spaces for children and their
parents, as well as other community members. Addressing very immediate needs, ELFA “send[s] a lot of
food home with people, with kids. Kids get excited to take home a lot of zucchini and come back and
talk about how their mom cooked it and ate it. The food is being used.” In addition to facilitating a
garden program at the local elementary school, large groups of 4-H kids from the immediate
neighborhood, with some parent helpers, participate in weekly meetings at the Jubilee House and its
surrounding gardens. The South Central Improvement Coalition had proposed expanding the model,
using a growing number of lots as houses were demolished to create market gardens and a source of
income for residents, but this business-oriented approach wasn’t immediately appealing to some of the
grassroots leaders. (Eventually, a small urban farm with community-supported agriculture shares was
piloted for a couple years.)
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Similarly, Church Community Service, under the new leadership of well-known, progressive
black leader from South Central Elkhart, explored possibilities for integrating gardening into their Soup
of Success Program, an empowerment and skills-building program for poor and unemployed women,
again utilizing vacant lots or perhaps securing/leasing a piece of farm land on the edge of the city, in part
to ensure greater access to fresh vegetables in their widely used food pantry. However, the Soup of
Success program utilized Ruby Payne’s curriculum focused on “cultural competencies,” helping people
pass as “middle class.” One ELFA leader suggested, “I have some real trouble with some of the ways
that they look at poverty. They do the Bridges Out of Poverty program, and it’s not looking at bigger
structural stuff at all.” While she was open to potentially supporting an urban farming/market
gardening job training program, she was clear that she would be interested in this being situated in a
wider understanding of “food systems“ and “bigger picture stuff.”297 Of note, in 1968, Church
Community Services was collectively created by Mennonite and other local church leaders to pool
resources and more effectively address issues facing residents. Initially, as highlighted in the second
chapter, this included welfare rights organizing and support for a chapter of the National Welfare Rights
Organization, as well as children’s clubs and camping, emergency loans and gifts, and home repairs. This
gradually included the now enormous food pantry, the Soup of Success Program from 1997, and
ultimately the Seed to Feed program beginning with a couple gardens—run by churches, community
groups and volunteers—in 2012, as its new executive director worked with congregations and
community groups to broaden an understanding of the causes of poverty.298
Drawing on conversations with fellow grassroots leaders from the area, one described Elkhart by
suggesting, “Elkhart’s sort of like a smaller city. Goshen has more of a small town feel in some ways,
being sort of a college town, where Elkhart has been a center of industry…[with] big city problems in
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terms of gangs or drugs or crime.” Noting the overwhelming “scale” of big cities, he continued, “But also
Elkhart is small enough that a small group of people working together can really make an impact.” A few

of the younger grassroots leaders were engaged in both ELFA and People’s History of Elkhart. Similar to
the former, the latter soon drew or recruited a diverse set of community members confronting
dispossession, as well as racism and anti-immigrant sentiment, seemingly intensified by the economic
crisis, together with a number of longer standing community and religious leaders committed to
addressing these issues.

Sharing Stories of Struggle, Securing Housing
People’s History of Elkhart was initially focused on uncovering and sharing the stories of South
Central Elkhart and connecting struggles to strengthen and advance justice in the community, which
gradually became a threefold focus on “stories, study and strategy” with a deepening analysis of the
historical and systemic roots of interconnected injustices facing the community and ongoing organizing
to confront issues of housing, as well as to support anti-racist and immigrant rights struggles, address
issues of policing and confront environmental harms. Encouraged to return to Elkhart by a high school
friend, Sarah, who had grown up on Prairie Street, Jason provided the initial driving force behind
People’s History, soon joined by his cousin Joanna, whose engagement weaves through ELFA, Rise Up
Farm, and Jesus Radicals, as well as important interventions in the formal Mennonite Church. From the
beginning, a few strong Latino women and a couple black community leaders further grounded
discussions and facilitated connections to the wider community.
When I first met Jason, he was a community organizer, officially working with Lacasa, a
nonprofit housing agency associated with NeighborWorks at a national level, but already engaged in a
wider set of community issues. Jason had grown up as a Mennonite in Goshen, the town just south of
the City of Elkhart, and after attending Earlham College—a Quaker school in Indiana, returned to take up
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Mennonite Voluntary Service (MVS) in Elkhart. When Jason was at Earlham College, he organized a
peace conference and reconnected with an Elkhart acquaintance, who was then at Spelman College.
Sarah, who would eventually become the Executive Director of Christian Peacemaker Teams in 2013,
kept sharing about “exciting things that were going on in Elkhart” and ultimately encouraged him to
pursue Mennonite Voluntary Service (MVS), reconnecting with his own community and living at Jubilee
House, which she had helped to found. When I first formally interviewed Jason, during his transition
from MVS and Jubilee, he suggested that his job description was of little importance, instead he insisted,
“This is about my life and about relationships that I care about.” Living communally in Jubilee House,
Jason was committed to getting to know as many people in the neighborhood as possible, participating
in and often convening community discussions, including at the weekly community potluck hosted by
Jubilee House. At this point, Jason’s own Mennonite background and insights from his Quaker schooling
shaped many of his understandings; at Earlham, he had also been introduced to J.K. Gibson-Graham,
who had written about the End of Capitalism (As We Knew It) and offered a vision of a Postcapitalist
Politics of alternatives emerging outside of capitalism. At the Jubilee House, Jason had initiated “a list of
things that are beautiful in Elkhart,” hanging in the dining room and regularly updated during
community meals or group discussions. Noting the direct tie to J.K. Gibson Graham, Jason explained,
“[F]or me, what’s really life-giving is to think well what’s positive and how can we celebrate that and
help more people join in with that. So sort of asset-based community development stuff, or I think the
official name of the list is ‘Assets for Non-Capitalist Community Economies.’” Jason was well-aware of
many unemployed neighbors, people doubling up with other family members in the face of foreclosure
or inability to pay rent, but he struggled with one of my questions, noting, “It’s interesting that you ask,
‘How bad is it?’, because I actually don’t spend a lot of my time thinking about how bad it is.” After
another pause, he reflected, “I spend [time]—partially in an intentional way because it helps the
organizing—talking about what can we be doing that’s positive and that looks at what kind of

199

neighborhoods we want to live in and what kind of economy we want to live in and how can we work
towards building that.” After our conversation, Jason sent me the first 14-page version, drafted among
the initial challenges of communal living and community organizing, as the perma-cloud of winter
(caused by cold Canadian winds blowing across the warmer waters of Lake Michigan) descended on
Elkhart for a few months. Saved on 31 December 2007, the full title is: “The Kindom is Coming -- The
Kindom is already here! (Notes on how I know) aka: Assets for noncapitalist community economies in
South Central Elkhart,” with kingdom intentionally spelled “kin”-dom, tapping into Mennonite theology,
and a focus on his particular community within Elkhart.299
As this two-year period with the Mennonite Voluntary Service came to an end in August 2009,
Jason needed to grapple with a transition and several weeks of unemployment. He joined another
communal residence, named “A Dog” by its two-year-old member, which shared backyard with its nextdoor neighbor; both houses had been part of the Fellowship of Hope community and were now owned
by former members. With the encouragement and example of the then pastor of Prairie Street
Mennonite Church, Jason paused to think about his goals for learning during his transition and to
articulate his fuller identity as “a neighbor, an enthusiast, a companion, and a gardener.” For a couple
years, he would have claimed “community organizer” as central to his identity, but he intentionally
replaced this with “neighbor” as a more reciprocal, connected frame. He committed to “thinking about
just trying to be a good neighbor… and part of being a good neighbor is listening to people and trying to
understand what’s going on and just being present in relationships. A lot of that has unfolded for me in
deepening understanding of why are my neighbors losing their houses...” He had also become
increasingly convinced of the vital importance of building relationships, sharing “porch time,” as “really
foundational for other organizing.” In Spring of 2010, after piloting community history tours and holding
monthly study sessions on different issues or historical struggles, the group became aware of many
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neighbors in South Central not just facing bank foreclosures but also dispossession via governmentinitiated “tax sales” of houses, often for a portion of back-due property taxes. This led to their first
organizing efforts around a tax sale initiated by the County Commissioners in June 2010. In creating a
steering committee for People’s History of Elkhart, he was committed to reflecting the diversity of South
Central Elkhart, bringing together a balance of black, Latino and white community members, as well as
residence directly impacted by issues and those who had made political commitments to the struggles
for justice. Advocacy around tax sales ultimately brought together long-time homeowners now laid off
and at risk of losing their homes, recent immigrants seeking to obtain their first home, young people—
often with student debt—seeking affordable housing without a mortgage, and allies from local
churches, some nonprofits and government. As precarity grew, threatening the relative security of
some residents and pushing new people into political awareness and struggle, Jason observed, “There
were real struggles for working class communities even before this…now, it seems to me, middle class
folks are finally hearing and listening and starting to experience the types of stuff that poor and working
class folks have been experiencing for a long time.”300
After bank foreclosures skyrocketed in 2008-2009, a second wave of dispossession confronted
the elderly, many who had owned homes for generations, and newer homeowners who had lost jobs.
Hundreds of homes were put up for sale by the County due to their owners’ inability to pay property
taxes or attached utility bills. Property tax revenue is vital to county and municipal governments across
the country, and shifts in Indiana tax policy, together with related legislation, threatened resources for
education, public libraries and more during the period of this research. At the same time, many lowerincome residents actually saw their tax burden increase as a result of these regressive tax policies. In
2007, commercial inventory taxes were removed, creating a substantial loss of revenue for many
municipalities like Elkhart. Also in 2007, Indiana finally implemented a 1998 Indiana Supreme Court
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Decision blocking property taxes based on replacement costs, leading to properties being reassessed
based on market value-in-use (as opposed to “highest and best use” which penalizes farmers in
particular); this reassessment and other factors contributed to homeowners seeing an average increase
of 24 percent in their property tax bills while taxes on commercial property declined.301 In 2008, in
reaction to this increase for homeowners and anti-taxation protests, which would soon reverberate in
the Tea Party, Indiana passed a series of tax reforms implementing new circuit breaker tax credits or
property tax caps, but these predominantly helped wealthy owners of large homes due to a still existing
$45,000 homestead tax credit. To partially offset lost property tax revenue, Indiana increased its sales
tax by one percent. Both taxes were regressive in effect, with renters particularly harmed.302 These new
tax caps were adopted for implementation in 2009, limiting taxpayer’s property tax liability to 1 percent
of value for homesteads or owner-occupied primary residences (with a 2 percent limit for residential
rental property and 3 percent limit for all other commercial property) with the Indiana Legislative
Services Agency estimating revenue loss at $592 million or the equivalent of 8.6% of municipal budgets
statewide.303 However, as part of these reforms, the government also voted to gradually phase out a
number of property tax credits, most notably the homestead tax credit. Although it would only be fully
eliminated in 2011, Elkhart County homeowners saw an average increase in their homestead or primary
residence tax of 20 percent from 2008 to 2009, amid ongoing unemployment or underemployment and
decreased wages from many households.304 This was the context in which People’s History of Elkhart
was formed. Over the next few years, in some ways the conditions would worsen. In 2011, the Indiana
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State Budget Agency informed local governments that it would be reducing distribution of state income
tax revenues, primarily to balance its own budget, representing a loss of $16.34 million for Elkhart
County, the City of Elkhart, Goshen and other local taxing units from 2012-2014. In 2010, the County
had already requested 10 percent cuts from individual departments for its 2011 budget in the face of
property tax caps and a still weak economy.305 This was compounded later in 2011, when the City of
Elkhart’s overall assessed value for property taxes again fell, which combined with property tax caps,
meant another cut in revenue. 306
People’s History of Elkhart initially mobilized resources to help some of community homeowners
facing foreclosure for back taxes, via loans or donations from churches and wealthier neighbors. In
some cases, families had owned their homes for generations, but unemployment forced them to decide
between food and utility bills or property taxes. In one case from People’s History first tax sale
organizing effort in June 2010, a mother, the family’s main source of income, had been laid off from her
job in the economic crisis and, unable to find another one for many months, had watched in desperation
as a combination of unpaid property taxes and water and sewer bills accumulated to $2500. Their
house, which the family fully owned, free of any mortgage, was put on the County Commissioners’ tax
sale list. The family had participated in a series of community tax sale meetings, and ultimately People’s
History rallied donations from local churches, neighbors and other supporters, who pooled their
resources to help the family pay the back taxes in full. Strikingly, in this June 2010 “tax certificate sale,”
Elkhart County was trying to get over 600 properties back on the tax rolls; to do so, Tom Byers, a county
administrator, explained, “"To encourage people to bid on those properties if it has been through only
one tax sale, we have set the minimum bid at 25 percent [of back taxes]. And those that been through
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more than one tax sale, we have set the minimum bid at 10 percent," noting that as many as 100 homes
might be sold for as little as $100. Once a tax certificate was purchased at auction, the original owner
had 120 days to pay back taxes and penalties (often substantially more than the auction price), or their
deed is given to the bidder.307 In early 2011, at the next tax sale of hundreds of houses being auctioned
for a portion of back taxes, two long-term residents, who were known for their contributions to the
community, were at risk of dispossession due to similarly falling behind on tax payments. Again, both
homes were saved via a combination of anonymously donated funds, complementing resources that the
residents had been able to raise from friends and family to cover a portion of the back taxes. By 2012, a
few participants in People’s History of Elkhart had drafted a plan for a revolving loan fund, potentially to
be hosted by Church Community Service or another trusted institution, to support residents in
upcoming tax sales, both to pay back taxes of committed community residents and to support families
who had secured homes to address major repairs, covering the cost of materials. In reference to this
latter point, People’s History also quickly realized an opportunity to provide stable, affordable homes for
themselves and other long-term residents, some of whom had themselves faced foreclosure or were
renting and often facing eviction , whether due to their own economic struggles or as a byproduct of
landlords facing foreclosure or tax sale. Repairs on these houses were regularly carried out via
community work days, often with skilled carpenters, plumbers or electricians working alongside dozens
of all ages and backgrounds.308 This was also how a few collectives acquired homes and land, most
notably the Prairie Wolf Collective described below, where multiple grassroots leaders referenced
throughout this chapter lived together from late 2011.
Before bidding on houses for the cost (or a fraction of the cost) of back taxes, People’s History
tried to ensure that they were either vacant or owned by a developer/landlord. While this was
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sometimes an imperfect exercise, they developed or organized substantial expertise in appraising real
estate, researching liens, forming limited liability corporations to collectively purchase homes, and
understanding and creating contracts. Although few, if any, participated in hearings related to stricter
zoning ordinances that mobilized Tea Party activism, they became increasingly savvy at navigating the
zoning board, which at points temporarily blocked multi-family or collective residences, and securing
necessary permits for creative, subsistence projects and more mundane repairs. And they reinforced
networks of support with skilled craftspeople, lawyers and government officials, as well as being advised
regularly by a sympathetic local landlord (and the father of one of their members) who did actively
oppose the new zoning ordinances. In addition to extensive peer-to-peer support, People’s History
shared their deepening knowledge and experience in a series of community meetings at churches, the
historic Roosevelt Center, and people’s apartments. Perhaps more importantly, they used these
“projects of survival” as opportunities for story sharing, political education and the development of
committed solidarity, adapting a concept from the Black Panthers. These meetings were often
interpreted into English and Spanish, as core Latino and black, as well as white, leaders of People’s
History recruited new participants and often did so explicitly speaking about the need for black-brown
solidarity or as one black leader suggested at one apartment-based meeting of some 20 adults and
several children, “I would also be very excited to see us getting to know each other better and to find
opportunities to work together as African Americans, Latinos, whites, Asians. We have a lot to learn
from each other, and we can make more effective change together.”309 A few days earlier, some 30
adults gathered at the Roosevelt Historic Center; after a sharing circle on why people were present,
People’s History offered a short presentation on the origin and context of the housing crisis, pointing to
issues of stagnant wages and deepening inequality that were only compounded by the economic crisis.
The presentation also covered the growing portion of taxes being paid by the poor versus the wealthy
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and business, as well as highlighting public spending cuts as tax revenues have fallen overall. A
factsheet entitled: “Tax Sales, Tax Assessments, and the Housing Crisis”, was distributed to those
present, as well as at similar gatherings over the next few weeks. In addition to substantial practical
information, drawing on the growing experience and knowledge of People’s History, the factsheet began
by stating:
One aspect of the wider economic situation in our community and country is the housing crisis
that impacts thousands of us in Elkhart County. This has included housing loss through tax sale
(due to inability to pay property taxes), foreclosure (due to inability to make mortgage
payments), or eviction (due to inability to pay rent or a landlord facing foreclosure or tax sale).
A number of residents of South Central Elkhart have begun to engage with Elkhart County Tax
Sales as one opportunity to address our own and our neighbors’ immediate needs, as well as
looking at the process of property tax assessment, while beginning to ask deeper questions
about the causes of homelessness, dispossession, poverty, and inequality.310
A more detailed fact sheet, translated by a Latina leader originally from Mexico, was put together for a
meeting in late September, hosted for over 30 adults by a Latina leader who had gained her first political
experiences in Honduras. “Our Stories from Tax Sales – Step by Step” shared detailed lessons from the
group that had purchased the tax liens for the apartment building and large house that would become
the Prairie Wolf Collective in November 2009, as well as examples from three other People’s History
leaders and community members who bought tax certificates (and ultimately secured new homes) in
June 2010.311 In early October 2011, a final meeting addressed unresolved questions – any persons
making successful bids need to produce either a social security number or an individual taxpayer
identification number; advanced online registration is necessary (several were supported to do so on the
spot); and who can provide transportation.312 I ultimately accompanied one resident who had been
supported to secure adequate resources to pay back taxes and penalties to the County Building in
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Goshen to ensure that her home was removed from the sale, and then I drove a car full of people to the
tax sale on 18 October, where over 150 people were present to bid. Citibank came armed with at least
$2.5 million to bid up to 75 percent of curbside appraisal, “#45” purchased more than a dozen homes,
and at least a few other developers bought several houses. This said, while a few community members
lost bids on their desired homes, one leader of People’s History secured a tax certificate on his desired
house for just over $700 and at least five other community members from recent gatherings made
successful bids.313
These same leaders also led an informal campaign via the media and public meetings to
encourage residents to challenge their property tax assessments, which seemed particularly overvalued
in some poorer neighborhoods. The impetus for this effort was the recognition that many poor
residents were struggling to pay their tax bills based on inflated valuations of their homes, and public
meetings drew many poorer residents, who often live in family homes passed down over generations.
However, these meetings also drew a wide range of people upset with their tax bill and at least a couple
angry about reckless government spending. A couple times, conversations between community
members seemed reminiscent of tax day protests at the inception of the Tea Party Movement.
However, as noted above, due to recently adopted property tax caps and falling property values, as well
as falling retail sales, Indiana has faced substantial shortfalls in education revenues—leading to a $300
million cut in 2010—and in county and municipal revenues, for instance leading to reductions in public
library hours and funding for fire departments. As the connections between revenue and spending
became clearer, at least one leader made substantial efforts to understand the wider tax (and spending)
system. He identified and began to highlight the regressive nature of many state taxes, municipal tax
abatements for corporations creating low-wage jobs, and spending priorities misaligned with values that
promote greater social well-being. Other leaders suggested that poor, disproportionately minority
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communities were ignored or targeted by government officials whose policies and tax assessments
benefited wealthier, predominantly white communities.314 This informal campaign and the evolving
analysis of fiscal policy supported a deepening systemic understanding of the economy within People’s
History even as they took up growing solidarity actions with other grassroots groups.
The primary focus remained on securing and renovating abandoned properties as “autonomous
land bases” and “alternatives” to traditional mortgage-laden paths to homeownership. Dozens of
residents worked to collectively renovate these homes, simultaneously building community and political
consciousness across historic social divisions. Ultimately, this alternative path to securing private
property—individually or via small collectives—was emphasized as a path to self-sufficiency and a
vehicle for building mutual support at the community level, implicitly or at times explicitly in the face of
an uncaring, bureaucratic government captured by elite interests. In November 2013, a couple leaders
worked to articulate a fuller analysis of housing issues in Elkhart, linking forces of global capital to
NeighborWorks America, as well as to the ongoing austerity measures at the county, state and federal
level despite an expanding economy. As noted above, Lacasa is the local affiliated of NeighborWorks
America, a Congressionally mandated organization. The draft case study flagged NeighborWorks’
regional and national trainings for residents (Community Leadership Institutes), professional
development and certification (NeighborWorks Training Institutes), and non-profit certification and
funding as tools for building robust networks aimed at maintaining and expanding homeownership,
particularly in low-income communities, disproportionately of color. In doing so and reflecting the
wider 40-year push towards reliance on private finance and public-private partnerships, NeighborWorks
America “build[s] partnerships with owners of capital and certain mainstream constituency
organizations.” The study noted that their “National Training Partners” in 2012, included: “Wells Fargo,
Citi Foundation, Bank of America, CDFI Fund (US Dept of the Treasury), Chase, The Atlantic
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Philanthropies, US Dept of Housing and Urban Development, USDA Rural Development.” While
NeighborWorks America uses “the civil rights narratives of access to opportunity, resident-led
organizing, etc.,” the study suggested that they were “vulnerable to the analysis that NeighborWorks
America partners with those corporations that are exploiting and foreclosing on people, making massive
profits while people are evicted or pay for their house twice or three times over due to interest.” In
Elkhart, “[T]he NeighborWorks America network means that LaCasa, Inc. has six staff people in their
homeownership center but has refused to (1) inform people in their homeownership classes about our
organizing efforts to support people getting a house without a mortgage (2) provide counseling for
those at risk of losing homes,” the draft study explained, continuing, “Their rationale is that (A) tax sales
are 'too risky,' especially for poor and working people, and that (B) they don't have funding to work on
the issue.” Pointing to the role of debt in fueling our economy and decades of national-level support for
homeownership, the study suggested that alternatives “for obtaining housing (like tax sales) haven't had
[formal] support, so don't have institutional credibility.” In response, throughout 2013 and into 2014,
People’s History of Elkhart deepened its work on housing issues and related political education work,
including through their “Edifice Transformation Bible Study” drawing on Dr. King’s description of the
“edifice that produces beggars” and Biblical visions for land use. They also focused on further leadership
development, as well as building wider relationships of solidarity and mutual aid, including through
ongoing community workdays.315

Building Solidarity, Expanding the Borders of Community
If economic hardship drove much of the new social mobilization in Elkhart County, multiple
government policies served to displace blame on migrants and amplify narrow prejudices. Building on
the US Supreme Court’s decision to extend the federal Religious Freedom Restoration Act (1993) to
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“closely held” for-profit corporations in 2014, 316 Governor Pence would sign the controversial Indiana
Senate Bill 101: Religious Freedom Restoration Act, prohibiting state or local governments from
substantially burdening an individual or corporation’s ability to exercise their religious beliefs, with the
approval of several key conservative groups that had tried unsuccessfully to secure a same-sex marriage
ban in the Indiana State Constitution.317 Yet this was only one in a series of state-level legislative changes
that seemed to distract from unfolding policies and legislation that undermined public goods and
services and weakened workers by twisting fears and inflaming historic prejudices. Perhaps the clearest
example of the latter emerged in relation to immigration. As highlighted in the past couple chapters,
Citizens for Immigration Law Enforcement arose in Goshen, in June 2008, with the support of two City
Council members and other community leaders. While new state legislation targeted undocumented
students and workers, the Chief Investigator for the Elkhart County Prosecutor—as well as candidate for
US Senate Richard Mourdock— actively associated and eventually collaborated with Sheriff Joe Arpaio
of Maricopa County, Arizona, and the Elkhart County Sheriff (from January 2011) formed an alliance with
former Sheriff Richard Mack of Arizona.
One of my first interviews was with a co-founder and co-leader of a Latino community center in
the City of Elkhart, notably the uncle of the youth leader and “Dreamer” highlighted below. He noted a
serious backlash that affected Latinos in the City of Elkhart and throughout the state from 2007,
onwards, due partially to Indiana passing a law denying driver’s licenses to undocumented migrants and
partially to the federal government advocating the use of E-Verify by employers, particularly in larger RV
manufactures, where he and many immigrants had long worked. Ultimately, this had heightened a
climate in which migrants—undocumented and documented—feared profiling by the police, causing
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many to avoid any unnecessary travel. In 2008, he and his brother had started a restaurant, but this
ultimately failed in March 2009, amid the economic crisis, and he had just accepted a job in Mexico,
having once been a deputy mayor, returning with his three children after 15 years in Elkhart.318 The
founder and editor of the first Spanish language newspaper in the state, El Puente, estimated that
unemployment may have reached as high as 80 percent among undocumented workers, concentrated
in the RV and construction industries and the easiest to let go. Notably, these workers are not reflected
in official unemployment statistics. In addition to being an important leader in the Latino community,
with strong connections to local press and universities, Zulma was considered a “model” and respected
leader by many grassroots leaders. She was born in New York, but raised largely in Colombia, where she
and her husband eventually committed to the Mennonite church. In 1990, her husband got a visa,
traveled to Goshen with the address of a contact at El Buen Pastor, a local Mennonite church, and
decided to stay. With very few Latinos then in Goshen, Zulma recalled, “If people would hear you speak
Spanish, they would turn around and kind of puzzle. The very few that we found, they almost embraced
us, like you do speak Spanish! …[Elkhart] was even worse, because it was considered almost like Elkhart
was Black territory, and Goshen was where Hispanics were settling down.” After multiple rejections for
jobs, seemingly because she was Latina or spoke imperfect English, Lacasa finally offered her a position,
eventually to help to start “the first Hispanic homebuyers’ club,” but it remained a struggle to get the
banks to give mortgages to fellow Latinos. After endless meetings, Zulma remembers the moment
when another woman, then the director of the Credit Bureau of Goshen, helped to shift the discussion.
“In one of the meetings that we had with the bankers, they were saying where are these people getting
their money? ...And then she said, listen, we have worked with Amish for a long time, and they do the
same thing. Why are you against these people? They have the same way of organizing themselves, and
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that was what broke the barrier.” But Zulma realized that there was still “nothing in Spanish for the
people; they had no information whatsoever,” so she approached the Goshen News and then the South
Bend Tribune with the idea of a Spanish-language newspaper. “I went in with no business plan, nothing
in writing, and I just looked at [Josh McGann], and I said, I think that God wants that the people have
some information in their own language. I think we need a newspaper.” Zulma explained, “And he
turned around, and he said let’s try it, let’s try it for three months. Just like that…He called me about
four hours later, and he started talking about copy documents and pictures and so forth. And I said,
listen, I don’t know what you’re talking about, but there are people in the community that know, and
they will call you back with the answers.” One of those people was still working with her two decades
later. She insisted from the beginning that it needed to be run by Latino community members, rejecting
offers of support from a couple people. “I said no, because you are bilingual, you can read the New York
Times. And what I want is for the people to have a voice.”319
Indiana’s Dream Initiative (IDI) was started by a small group of teenagers in 2011, with a central
role played by a high school student who had come to Elkhart as a young child. She was gradually
politicized via the experiences, community engagement and politics of her own family, including the
uncle mentioned above. By her senior year, she had become her high school’s class president, which
she credits with improving her organizing skills and ability to work with diverse people, and she was
using her role on the speech team to explore and speak about issues related to migration. The
experiences of many of her classmates’ families, echoing those of her own family, continued to deepen
her awareness of the threats facing undocumented migrants. Her own plans to go to college were
threatened by the recently signed Indiana House Bill 1402 (HB1402), which denied in-state tuition and
scholarships to undocumented migrants or “illegal aliens” (in the language of the Bill) attending public
universities. Although a lawsuit filed by the National Immigration Law Center and ACLU led to an
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injunction against certain elements of the new law, public universities were still blocked from giving
institutional scholarships or in-state tuition to undocumented migrants in Indiana. With Indiana
University – Purdue University of Indianapolis no longer an option, she was fortunate to have a
supportive high school guidance counselor, excellent grades and leadership in her high school, and
scholarships via a private Catholic university meant that she was able to continue her education, but the
experience further politicized her, as well as a group of high school friends. The previous summer, she
had been part of Project Stepping Stone, a summer program that promoted college readiness among
Latino students, and she returned as an “ambassador” or leader in summer 2011. Through a series of
discussions among the students present, particularly some 15 students from Elkhart, Indiana’s Dream
Initiative was born amid the question, “What can we do? We can just sit here and everything’s just
gonna be the same,” and their initial answer, “We can strengthen our relationship as students and with
the community that we grew up in, because a lot of the people, even our friends from high school who
aren’t struggling with this, they kind of know about the subject, but they don’t really know how much it
affects us.“
In 2011, undocumented migrants were also threatened by Senate Bill 590 (SB590), modeled on
Arizona Senate Bill 1070, as well as subsequent legislation in Alabama and Georgia; Senate Bill 590
positioned Indiana police to enforce immigration laws, a duty commonly reserved for the federal
government, and included a number of anti-immigrant provisions. SB590 required state and local
governments, related agencies, and all government contractors to use E-Verify, while business owners
were prohibited from knowingly hiring undocumented workers and incentivized to use E-Verify through
tax provisions.320 At the end of the legislative session that saw Democratic representatives flee for
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several weeks to Illinois, Senate Bill 590 and House Bill 1402 were pushed through, following a
compromise brokered by Governor Mitch Daniels that weakened certain aspects of SB590. Governor
Daniels signed HB1402 and SB590 on Tuesday, 10 May 2011, a day after five undocumented college
students occupied his office to protest the pending legislation and advocate the DREAM Act, which the
US Congress had failed to pass on several occasions.321
In Elkhart, nearby South Bend, and around the state, there were actions by and in solidarity with
migrants during this period. On July 29, 2010, a coalition of social justice groups in South Bend—
including La Casa de Amistad, Jobs with Justice, and the Michiana Social Forum—organized the March
for Human Rights and to End Racial Profiling, as part of a National Day of Action, drawing close to 400
people. The march was explicitly organized to protest the coming into force of Arizona’s SB1070, with
publicity materials highlighting that Indiana residents were already affected by unjust legislation,
including Federal Immigration Enforcement provision 287(g), which allows the federal government to
make similar agreements with local law enforcement officials seeking their assistance in identifying
undocumented migrants. Particularly significant was the response from the Mennonite Church USA
(representing 939 Mennonite congregations) in challenging SB590, with different Mennonite Church
agencies helping to organize a contingent for the Indiana United Rally in Indianapolis, on 15 March
2011.322 On 1 March 2011, letter from Ervin R. Stutzman, Executive Director, Mennonite Church USA,
and the directors of several other core Mennonite agencies encouraged all staff of the Mennonite
Church USA to support a series of actions to resist SB590 and demonstrate an ongoing commitment “to
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welcome the stranger” including by contacting relevant government officials and signing the Indiana
Compact, a bi-partisan initiative that offers guidelines for a just and humane immigration policy, with
the support of leaders from the education, corporate and religious sectors, including Bishop Kevin
Rhoades of the Catholic Diocese of Fort Wayne-South Bend, encompassing Elkhart.323 Highlighting the
gravity of these laws at the state and federal level, on 1 June 2011, the U.S. Department of Homeland
Security's Homeland Security Investigations office in Chicago, the U.S. Postal Service, Indiana State
Police, the Elkhart and South Bend police departments, and the Indiana Bureau of Motor Vehicles
announced arrests at Servicios Mi Tierra locations in Elkhart and South Bend, which had allegedly been
securing auto titles and car registrations for undocumented migrants, circumventing increasingly strict
regulations.324
In October 2011, responding to questions following Indiana’s Dream Initiative’s first Immigration
Forum at Concord High School, Elkhart County Sheriff Brad Rogers suggested that an average of 55
people (up from 40 people the previous year) on any given day were being detained in the Elkhart
County Jail for US Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and then often transported onto Chicago
for likely deportation, but he insisted that this cooperation with the federal government had been
consistent for a few years. Elkhart County became part of the federal Secure Communities program on
10 May 2011, facilitating the sharing of information between ICE and the Federal Bureau of
Investigation, which receives fingerprints of all inmates in line with nationwide practice.325 Some 45
participants attended this first Immigration Forum, which surprised the organizers. The forum involved
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a youth empowerment summit or training for undocumented high school and college students or allies
who wanted to learn more about the issue, which included a small group competition to create an idea
for an event, outlining key messages, audience, and potential risks. A group of students from Indiana
University South Bend proposed “Silent Dreams”—both on their college campus and at the Historic
Roosevelt Center in Elkhart, “because not a lot of students could go to IUSB.” Participants all wore
personalized shirts with some version of “One less ____ with HB1402” and “One more ____ with the
Dream Act.” IDI also held fundraising dance for a scholarship fund, giving two $600 scholarships in their
first year, based on criteria that they collectively developed and selected by a committee of community
members. Notably, their criteria acknowledged that some students struggled to maintain a high GPA, as
many have to work to help support their families, but they still want to go to college.326
On the day before I interviewed this central leader of IDI, then part of a core of a dozen high
school and college student leaders, she had met with Tim Neese, the local Representative to the Indiana
House who had co-sponsored SB590 and supported HB1402. (In 2016, Neese would be elected Mayor
of Elkhart.) An ally in the community, who knew Neese well, arranged the meeting. Disturbed by
several of his comments, she explained:
He practically said that we pass laws that hurt people, but we can’t do anything about it… He
said, “Part of the process is, people take testimonies from different people from around the
state, and they take testimonies from ministers, from leaders, organizations, companies,
testimonies as to what affects them and if that law would benefit them.” And I asked him, “Did
you ever interview the people who are going to be affected by it?” And he said, “Uh, no. Not
necessarily. Because they never come to speak with us.” So then he’s like, “So we are only led by
[the majority]. Even though the majority may be wrong, the majority always wins.” He said
that… He even said, “If we would have had this conversation a year ago, maybe I would have
been able to do something about SB509 or 1402.” I wanted to say, “I don’t think that would
have been possible, if you were set on it. You were the co-author.”327
Early in my research, I went to a town hall meeting that Neese was holding in Bristol, just
outside of the City of Elkhart. For much of the time, I was the only person present besides Neese and his
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staff, so I had the opportunity to ask about SB590, which was just going into effect. He shared his
disappointment that there was so much resistance to it. Legislators ultimately had to remove a law
enforcement provision, which basically would have empowered police to profile people they suspected
of being migrants. He suggested that he would co-author a more aggressive law enforcement
amendment during the next session. In Elkhart County, Neese suggested, there are 61,000 “illegal or
undocumented immigrants,” and 87.4 (or 84.4, he couldn’t quickly find the brown piece of paper with
his polling numbers) percent of his constituency supported SB590 before it was weakened. Noting that
his son was a police officer, Neese argued, “If there is probable cause, meaning if someone looks
Hispanic, I think it is okay to ask: ‘Do you have proper documentation?’” Neese acknowledged that this
may seem complicated or problematic, but we need to face the fact that most undocumented migrants,
particularly in Elkhart County, are Latino. Neese was personable and sent me a follow-up email.328
The student leader had attended the meeting with her father, who reminded Neese that a
growing number of young Latinos were documented in Elkhart and Goshen. He emphasized, “With
SB590, you could be hurting their aunts and uncles. In the future, when you’re running for some other
office again, they’re going to remember…students that are going to be able to vote in the near future,
they’re going to remember what you’ve done to their [family members].”329 Notably, in December
2018, Neese announced his decision not to run for reelection as mayor, after asking his police chief—
who had promoted over a dozen officers with disciplinary records—to resign, after officers were caught
on video tape beating a handcuffed Latino man. One of the officer’s passively watching the beating of
the Latino man, who ultimately required hospitalization, was Neese’s son.330
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The precarious position of migrants was compounded by the economic crisis. The leader of IDI
witnessed her “family members that are moving back to Mexico throughout the time of the recession…
Forest River closed for a while, that’s where my dad worked.” She reflected that immigrants became an
easy scapegoat for politicians in the face of mounting unemployment. As a result, many students had
given up the hope of going to college or technical school, noting, “I feel like if I would have been going
into college about four or five years ago, my parents would be able to afford it without much struggle.
But after different things that have happened, being laid off, not being able to find a job, especially
because of our situation, that’s why it impacts the school and the motivation the students might have.”
She also acknowledged that fear hindered many within the migrant community from taking action, but
she stressed, “I don’t think it’s acceptable for the youth to be apathetic about it, when it’s something
that they have to grow up with in the future.” She had recently spoken with an admissions counselor
for Latino Students at Indiana University South Bend, who shared that enrollment was down six percent
for the current school year, following the introduction of new state legislation. 331
Significantly, by the conclusion of my field research in 2012, despite ongoing hope for a federal
DREAM Act, migrant rights advocates were largely trying to forestall more restrictive legislation at the
state level and grapple with growing enforcement. In Elkhart, the Indiana Dream Initiative had
developed strong alliances with People’s History of Elkhart and the Elkhart Local Food Alliance, as well as
with a wider cross-section of religious and community leaders.

Occupy Everything
On 8 October 2011, Occupy Elkhart, Occupy Indy, and other occupations spread across Indiana,
as well as the wider Midwest. Several members of Left projects discussed above engaged in and
supported Occupy Elkhart in its early days. However, this was largely a distinct mobilization, originated
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in New York City, and then taken up by groups of university and some high school students, many of
whom were just coming into political engagement, as well as a mix of others. In Elkhart, Indianapolis
and Washington, DC, where I spent time at occupations and followed online discussions, students and
other activists had conflicts with homeless, unemployed and poor people as these groups collided at
encampments with little past contact and many preconceptions. While noticeably more diverse—in
terms of age, race and ethnicity, and even political affiliation—than Tea Party gatherings, these spaces
were still predominantly white. Horizontal, consensus-based methods and agreed principles did not
easily overcome imbalances of power and structural inequalities present in the wider society,
particularly as people tried to live in community and solve conflicts under challenging circumstances.
Yet Occupy was a watershed moment in many respects, connecting the US to wider global struggles,
forcing inequality and corporate/Wall Street capture of government into mainstream media and public
debate, and again exposing the violence of the police state, including against alternative communities
sharing goods and exercising their rights to free speech and assembly.
The phrase “Occupy Everything” would regularly reappear during Occupy Wall Street and in the
dozens of smaller occupations that spread across the country in the subsequent weeks. In my own
ethnographic research in Indianapolis, Elkhart and Washington, DC, it often seemed to be a visceral
reaction against the lack of control or participation that people felt in relation to most decisions and
developments impacting their lives. In this regard, the Occupy uprising or mobilization appeared to
foremost be about (re)claiming a robust, horizontal, participatory democracy. Sometimes this was
manifest in claiming the Bill of Rights and wider Constitution and isolated quotes from certain founding
fathers, similar to the Tea Party movement; other times it involved an intensive focus on democratic
process, inspired by Quaker, Native American, civil rights movement and anarchist traditions (Graeber
2011:23). Building on these practices, Occupy—with varying success in different locations—also
modeled a prefigurative politics of community building in reclaimed urban places, notably under difficult
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practical conditions (of poor weather, lack of basic infrastructure, etc.) and ultimately state repression
and intense media scrutiny. Despite a common concern about “unfettered capitalism” and the presence
of social anarchists and socialists, Occupy was not explicitly an anti-capitalist movement. Some
occupations initially drew Tea Party members and libertarians, and many participated because of
concerns about student debt, deteriorating wages, or government corruption, without a wider systemic
analysis of these issues. The following provides a brief overview of Occupy, aware that many books and
articles—in many cases, written by active participants—have already been written, and focuses
foremost on Occupations in Indiana and particularly Elkhart.
On 17 September 2011, the US became part of a global uprising against “the inequities of
unfettered global capitalism,” as well as a related lack of democracy and governments accountability,
which arguably began on 17 December 2010, when Mohammed Bouazizi, a Tunisian street vendor, selfimmolated to protest the confiscation of his goods by police and his inability to meet the needs of his
family of eight (Writers 2011:5). It rippled to Cairo, where some 250,000 gathered in Tahrir Square by
late January 2011, soon spread across countries on every continent, including Europe, where the
Spanish Indignados or 15M movement would ultimately shape US protests via their model of consensusbased decisions in general assemblies and working groups. In September, building on earlier protests
and planning meetings in New York City, 1,000 people marched to Liberty Plaza/Zucotti Park, occupying
a public space a couple blocks north of Wall Street near City Hall and the World Trade Center, with some
300 spending the first night. Amid figuring out how to live together, daily marches timed to the opening
and closing bells of Wall Street, and general assemblies, Occupy Wall Street reached “consensus” via
“one of the most beautiful examples of a true democracy” on its first official document, namely the
Principles of Solidarity, including: “Engaging in direct and transparent participatory democracy;
Exercising personal and collective responsibility;…The sanctity of individual privacy,” and “Empowering

220

one another against all forms of oppression; Redefining how labor is valued;…The belief that education
is a human right” (Writers 2011:22).
If anarchism was an important ideological inspiration for many of the students and professors
who were central to Occupy Wall Street, these first principles of solidarity also embraced much of the
liberal framework and pushed its values a progressive step forward, broadly challenging “unfettered
capitalism” or an unregulated Wall Street if not capitalism itself. Professor David Graeber, who was a
participant in and wrote extensively about the Occupation, recounted speaking at an Occupy Wall Street
gathering on 26 April 2012, as some 30 activists attempted to reestablish a presence after their
November eviction; across the street from the New York Stock Exchange, standing on the steps of
Federal Hall as the birthplace of the Bill of Rights, Graeber noted that most of the Founding Fathers did
not want a Bill of Rights. He suggested that “anti-Federalists like George Mason and Patrick Henry were
so outraged when they saw the final draft [of the Constitution] that they began to mobilize against
ratification unless the text was changed—changed to include, among other things, the right to engage in
that very kind of popular mobilization,” and linked Occupy to that tradition of protest for liberal rights
(Graeber 2013:xiv-xv). Similarly, the lead article by Cornel West in the first issue of The Occupied Wall
Street Journal following 15 November eviction of Liberty Plaza and other occupations across the country,
begins: “WE THE PEOPLE of the global Occupy movement embody and enact a deep democratic
awakening…our actions have inaugurated a radical enlightenment in a moment of undeniable distrust
and disgust with oligarchic economies, corrupt politicians, arbitrary rule of law” (West 2011:1).332 If
Occupy Wall Street tapped into the unfulfilled promises of liberalism, claiming democratic rights to
participation and protest, it also “built an intentional community—attempting to create, in miniature,
the kind of society that they wanted to live in,” modeling an alternative committed to democratic
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participation and material well-being similar to protests around the world (Writers 2011:8). On 24
September 2011, Occupy Wall Street gained further momentum and nationwide attention when a video
of a New York City police officer pepper spraying three young, white, female protestors went viral,
leading to a solidarity march a week later behind a banner reading: “We The People,” in which several
hundred were arrested for obstructing traffic on the Brooklyn Bridge. In between the two events, on 29
September 2011, the General Assembly adopted their “Declaration of the Occupation of New York City,”
which suggested:
As one people, united, we acknowledge the reality: that the future of the human race requires
the cooperation of its members; that our system must protect our rights, and upon corruption
of that system, it is up to the individuals to protect their own rights, and those of their
neighbors; that the democratic government derives its just power from the people, but
corporations do not seek consent to extract wealth from the people and the Earth; and that no
true democracy is attainable when the process is determined by economic power (OWS General
Assembly 2011:36).333
Addressed to “the people of the world,” the Declaration called on them to practice rights “to peaceably
assemble, occupy public space” and committed, “To all communities that take action and form groups in
the spirit of direct democracy, we offer support, documentation, and all of the resources at our
disposal.” Notably, this Declaration was temporarily blocked by a CUNY Graduate Center student and
other members of her “radical South Asian contingent” due to the phrase: “As one people, formerly
divided by the color of our skin, gender, sexual orientation, religion, or lack thereof, political party and
cultural background…” Convinced that this would “erase the history of oppression,” ignoring “people
from countries that have been colonized and communities right here where democratic participation is
anything but given,” they successfully asked for this line to be removed (Maharawal 2011).334 As
described in the next section, one of the Anabaptist leaders of Becoming Undone would circulate this to
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the listserv that resulted from their US Social Forum gathering, noting that it had been responsible in
part for the creation of a People of Color working group launched on 1 October 2011.335 When I
interviewed one of the co-founders of Jesus Radicals later that year about the impact of Occupy,
whether it had shifted discussions at their annual nation conference or via the website, she noted that
several people had posted about Occupy and their experiences in different Occupations, but then
highlighted the importance of some “race analysis” that emerged, which asked, “’OK, how are we using
language of Occupy? Why is it that certain people are going to these gatherings and having these kinds
of experiences? How do you define a movement so that it’s clear that it’s also anti-racist, anti-sexist?
Because who’s not mad that I’m losing money? Everybody’s mad about that. But that doesn’t
necessarily mean that you’re conscious about these other things.”336
On 5 October, some 30,000 union members and students joined New York City solidarity actions
dubbed “Occupy Together,” as occupations began to spread to other cities, including Indianapolis,
Elkhart and South Bend on 8 October 2011. On 21 September, Occupy Indianapolis launched a
Facebook page, initiating virtual discussions and eventually planning for its solidarity demonstration at
Veterans Memorial Plaza, 8 October 2011.337 Students from Ball State University, Butler University, and
Indiana University – Purdue University Indianapolis (IUPUI), among others, were central to initial
discussions, yet the Facebook page gradually garnered a wider following. Their posting on the rally
began:
We want corporate influence out of government. It doesn’t matter your race, creed, religion,
sexual identity, political stripe…none of those matter. What matters – is that WE as human
beings recognize the COMMON cause. Restore HUMANITY to our once-proud nation. We’ve
become so divided by the prodding and division of corporate masters and the politics/media
machine that they think we won’t find it in ourselves to look past all of the imposed separations
and see each other as humans. As citizens. WE have to unite…THE POWER IS IN WE, THE
PEOPLE.
335
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An FAQ provided extensive details, information on legal guidelines and other rules, where to park and
bathroom locations, what to wear, and much more. At 11:50am, ten minutes before the official start
time on 8 October, the Facebook account suggested that 1,057 Guests were attending the rally, with
5,410 Likes. I hitched an early morning ride with local friends going to a roller derby tournament in
Indianapolis, who were generally supportive and curious, but one asked, “If they are serious, why on a
Saturday, when many businesses and government offices are closed?” When I arrived at noon, at least
500 persons were present, including families, high school and college students, elderly protesters eager
to recount their early protest glory days, members of the Democratic Socialists of America, and
veterans. The signs, as evidenced in my photos, championed Ron Paul, “Occupy Wall Street Not
Palestine,” biblical scripture about concern for the poor, the reinstatement of Glass-Steagall, workers,
over-educated but underemployed workers, and ending corporate greed. Several participants carried
Gadsden “Don’t Tread On Me” flags popular at Tea Party events. On arriving, I was handed a brochure
developed initially for Occupy Together, a few days before in NYC, which explained how the General
Assembly works, including hand gestures and roles. Two facilitators—a younger woman and man—
began the General Assembly, announcing that information on its structure, namely this brochure, was
available at the Information tent. The facilitators insisted that they were not leaders, that there were
“no leaders” in this assembly, noting that a training was being planned for those that would like to be
facilitators. They suggested that it was important that all were heard and that priority would be given to
traditionally marginalized groups and to those who hadn’t spoken yet. They taught the gathering a
series of hand signals, including one for “boring or come to the point,” and then suggested a one-minute
limit for speakers and introduced two folks who would be circulating to sign-up people who wanted to
speak, as well as to collect suggestions for working groups. Kai, a 27-year-old Ball State University
student, gave a spoken word rallying cry, followed by an author named Gary Levey pumping his book
The Golden Rule, and then a series of introductions. David introduced himself as a black worker with a
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family, declaring that “robbery started this movement—robbery by the college-educated…Colleges
taught our kids to be greedy.” “Vote! Vote for me!” concluded a veteran, who suggested that she was
facing likely homelessness. Another initial speaker suggested that people take their money out of big
banks and put it in one of the 62 credit unions in Indianapolis. As the introductions continued, I chatted
with Jerry, a 56-year-old, black man who had been out of work for nine years due to having a criminal
record, despite his bachelor’s degree in business and marketing and his “ability to hustle.” A few days
later, Occupy Indianapolis posted a video of several short interviews from the rally, entitled “Why
Occupy Indy?” A self-described college-educate “soccer mom” in her thirties, working for a small
independent business with loans to repay, suggested, “I would like to ensure the American Dream for
my children. Instead of the dream of a Walmart worker, I would like the dream of a business owner.”
An elderly woman responded, “I want for my grandchildren and my children the same opportunity that I
had. I could go to work for minimum wage at the age of 17 and pay my bills. And that’s the truth,
because it wasn’t a minimum wage, it was a living wage.”338
After initial introductions and interventions, the facilitators suggested that the Assembly spend
one hour in working groups before reconvening for report backs and more interventions. The first
working group formed was interested in planning a march. Within two minutes, a chant arose from at
least part of the group: “March around the Circle! March around the Circle!” When this died down, an
older white woman grabbed the microphone and shouted, “I came to march, not talk!!!” She suggested
that people could stay and talk if they wanted, but if people wanted to march, they should follow “us,”
insisting that we are stronger if we stay together. So some eagerly and others reluctantly, but almost all
present—apart from the now-befuddled facilitators and a dozen friends, a few elderly folks, and one
small working group—were soon marching down the sidewalks of basically deserted streets to
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Monument Circle and back, shouting: “Whose street? Our street!” A couple played drums. For the
most part, the march seemed to involve happy conversations between participants and few chants. The
several police present made some quick calls but seemed to casually walk along. An ambulance rolled
down the middle of the street with the march. One police car eventually appeared and once used its
loudspeaker to request: “Please stay on the sidewalk;” the couple persons who had stepped off of the
curb complied. By 2:30, the facilitators were welcoming the hour-long march back. As I walked to get a
sandwich at the Public Library Café, impassioned one-minute speeches echoed behind me. Around
3pm, there was an announcement: “So the State Police just told us that as long as we are upright and
talking we can move to the Statehouse. We just can’t camp or sleep there.” A man called for a working
group to discuss and coordinate with other Occupations to secure a third Constitutional conference,
announcing that the amendment process was not sufficient to deal with the problems and issues of the
21st century. The next speaker argued for changing the slogan to “Occupy everything!” and achieved
consensus—from the now smaller gathering (it was over 80 degrees and sunny by 3pm)—after
explaining his belief that this movement involved multiple demands but a general desire to reclaim
power, to empower everyone, to build person-to-person through relationships. A preacher insisted that
the 99% were too big to fail, declaring that we bailed out the one percent, and “they” took our jobs, our
homes, our libraries. 339 The Indianapolis Star, the state capital’s primary newspaper, reported that
“nearly 1,000” people were present to listen to these interventions, participate in working group
discussions, march and ultimately make collective decisions via the General Assembly. The Indiana AFLCIO supported Saturday's march. Claiming inspiration from Occupy Chicago and eager to mobilize
similar marches Muncie and Bloomington, Kai reflected, "I'm surprised and glad at the way it's turned

339

Fieldnotes 8 October 2011.

226

out. We'll continue to build off today…This will take time, but we'll get our message across, and it'll be
heard."340
Eventually, the General Assembly reached consensus to “occupy the grounds of the Indiana
Statehouse in a show of solidarity with the protesters in Liberty Plaza NYC.”341 This would be a rotating
“Vertical Occupation” since the Indiana State Police forbid sleeping or pitching tents on Statehouse
grounds but allowed food deliveries and “other comforts” on the South Lawn. At 5:59pm, on Sunday, 9
October, Occupy Indianapolis posted their first consensus-based statement on their Facebook page:
We at Occupy Indianapolis are gathering in FULL SUPPORT of the Occupy Wall Street movement
in NYC. This is our initial statement, approved with full consensus on the ground at the
statehouse in Indianapolis where our standing occupation is ongoing. Consensus is a gradual
process, we will add to this statement (hopefully each night) as we come to consensus on the
many issues which plague our nation and to which this movement seeks to respond through a
creative and democratic process.
Around 6pm on Sunday, close to 50 people were still present. A dozen sat on the steps of the
Statehouse surrounded by piles of signs. When a couple young women showed up, they shouted to all
present: “We have new recruits!” Everyone let out a celebratory yell, as the women’s names were
announced. A group of perhaps 25 people were meeting on the lawn in front of the steps, discussing
how to handle the media. A couple other people straightened a food distribution table. 342 Around
midnight, another Facebook post read: “We also have a core group of 20 people that have stayed and
are staying at Our statehouse with little sleep. There dedication to represent our movement to make
tomorrow better for all is impressive. …Thank you! If any of you can join us, please do so they can go
home for a bit to recharge.” Soon, Occupy Indianapolis was struggling amid poor weather and internal
conflict and at least one arrest. As recounted by Joe Padgett, a 40-year-old web designer who helped
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launch Occupy Indianapolis and who had called for a working group to collaborate with other
occupations to work to amend the Constitution, he and other early organizers had left the Statehouse
amid “a lot of negative stuff” while remaining committed to the overall cause and working with Occupy
groups around the state, suggesting, “We don’t want this to be just another political movement of the
week. This is the last chance to fix the American government at all levels.” In particular, he noted
tensions about how to respond to the homeless who had become an unpredictable part of the
occupation, how to handle police directives, and cooptation of their focus on corporate capture and
economic inequality.343 As early as 13 October, an approved General Assembly proposal had
“[d]iscussed an outreach program with Indianapolis' homeless population. Indy is pushing the homeless
out of sight for the Super Bowl, and [the General Assembly] agreed to set up a committee to work out
the following things for them: Clinics, including mental health counseling, Tents and other shelter, Areas
for bathing and other hygienic needs, Adult tutoring.”344 On 5 November, Kai introduced a proposal for
Occupy Indianapolis to host a meeting between representatives of different occupy movements across
Indiana on November 19, to share lessons and potentially to coordinate joint actions. After intensive
discussion at the General Assembly, the notetaker recorded that 34 voted in favor and three against, but
ultimately the proposal was blocked by two occupiers. The first explained: “There has been so much
divisiveness lately. This seems like an effort to co-op the movement.” And the second suggested that
she “[d]oes not like people coming in from the outside and saying we need to facilitate something.”
While several members later challenged the nature of these blocks online, as well as the lack of process
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for handling them, the proposal was withdrawn.345 The last proposal brought to the General Assembly
was on 8 November 2011.
Significantly, there were other early attempts to create a statewide Occupy or connect emerging
occupations across the state. A participant of Occupy South Bend initiated a Facebook page for Occupy
Indiana on 2 October 2011, pointing to a draft version of a complementary website.346 While several
northern Indiana Occupy groups and individuals engaged in initial discussion, the group seemingly
struggled to get traction, with the last official Facebook post in January 2012. Their Facebook
description began by declaring: “Put power in the people's hands - not corporations!” Calling itself “a
solidarity movement with Occupy Wall Street and (in some sense, we like to think) an extension of its
mission,” it declared the necessity of resisting the power of Wall Street, enumerating certain principles,
including: “All human beings are worthy of dignity and respect, and should have the ability to provide
for their material needs and the needs of those in their care; Corporations are not persons, but
cooperative business entities whose purpose ought to be to serve the common good…All people who
live in a given society should have equal voice in how it is managed and maintained.” A related
blog/website reiterated these principles and suggested: “We are a leaderless, multi-colored, genderinclusive resistance movement with people from all political persuasions. We are determined that the
government which is supposed to be ‘of the people, by the people, and for the people’ should be exactly
that. Say NO to the corporatocracy; say YES to reclaiming a truly democratic society!”347 Early on, there
were blog posts in defense of Indiana’s balanced budget and Mitch Daniels, but also a note highlighting
an article on Jesus Radicals. Occupy Fort Wayne continued to add blog posts throughout most of 2012,
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but the site disappeared in late 2012. Another attempt at statewide organizing was seemingly made
with the leadership of Occupy Muncie, listing Kai as a coordinator, via Occupy Statewide: Indiana (OSI).
On 24 December 2011, an @OccupyMuncie tweet suggested: “Wanna change State law? ...well this is
the first step! Learn about the Occupy Statewide Indiana (OSI) process... http://fb.me/1AavU3d4p.”348
The link led to a presentation by Ariana, another member of Occupy Muncie and fellow coordinator of
OSI, on the “Ballot Initiative.” A psychology major at Ball State University like Kai, Ariana’s Facebook
page revealed that she had listed Ayn Rand as the first person who inspired her and included The
Fountainhead in her list of favorite books; Ariana promoted Ron Paul on various Occupy sites,
particularly for his opposition to indefinite detention in National Defense Authorization Act. The site also
included a 10-page draft OSI Constitution, which suggested: “'Occupy Statewide: Indiana’ (OSI) is a free
association between citizens of Indiana, who are dedicated to creating long term social progress through
actively and strategically affecting Indiana policy and culture.”349 However, the draft was seemingly
never discussed or amended. On 6 January 2012, 77 people were followers, but its Facebook page was
relatively inactive, notably with the caveat: “This page is solely for organizing of Indiana occupy events, if
you are interested in getting involved please drop us a line. WHO'S STATE?! ...OUR STATE!”350
For better or worse, I had made plans to be at the launch of Occupy Indianapolis on 8 October,
which had been planned for more than a week. However, a couple days before, I learned about an
emerging Occupy South Bend and then an incipient Occupy Elkhart, announced via a new Facebook
page on Thursday evening, 6 October 2011. Occupy South Bend had started organizing a day earlier,
with Indiana University South Bend students central, and media coverage suggested that over 100
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people joined the first General Assembly, with people denouncing hedge funds, layoffs, the disappearing
middle class and the failures of local and federal government. Echoing statements from Occupy
Indianapolis, a mother of one- and four-year-old daughters suggested, “I want to be able to take care of
my family. We don’t even want the American dream. We just want a safe home, affordable health
care.”351 Calling for an Occupation at 6pm, on Saturday, 8 October, in Civic Plaza, the Occupy Elkhart
Facebook page was created by Anton and six other women and men, including Phil, the father who had
faced repeated layoffs despite having served in the US Navy and who had become engaged both in ELFA
and ultimately a communal living project with his family.352 Flyers distributed by Occupy Elkhart in the
first days of the Occupation read: “END THE GREED! FEED THE STARVING! END THE WAR! UPHOLD OUR
FREEDOM!” In their next iteration, inviting people to ongoing Saturday protests, this text would
become: “End this war / Feed the poor /Help the needs of the people / Defend our Constitution,” and
include a quote from Thomas Jefferson: “Every generation should have a revolution.”353
Simon and Mel, active in ELFA and People’s History, participated via a last-minute invitation
from a friend who stopped by the Jubilee House on Saturday night. A small group of people were
present (estimates ranged from 20 to 100), primarily IUSB and high school students that Simon didn’t
know. It seemed evident to Simon that there was little leadership, mainly a bunch of kids who thought
it was “cool” to be out protesting for the first time in their lives, shouting at cars, and hanging out. On
Sunday, Simon encouraged folks at Fellowship of Hope to consider supporting the Occupy Movement by
attending the normal Jubilee-hosted community meal on Wednesday, which would be relocated to the
Civic Plaza. Perhaps in part due to Simon’s promotion, by Monday, at noon, 74 said they were attending
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the ‘Occupation’ on Facebook, and 63 said maybe. Word of Simon’s proposed community meal quickly
spread. On Monday, 10 October, the owner of the land of Rise Up Farm, a former member of the
Fellowship of Hope Community, told Simon that Rise Up depended on his construction company getting
big contracts from Wall Street-type folks. Then he went on to suggest that Rise Up was about more than
food in his mind; it was about changing people’s hearts and building community. In the past, he had
suggested that his only problem with organic, local food was that it tends to be limited by cost to
wealthier, often white folks. Simon felt confused and frustrated by what he perceived to be the mixed
messages. When I was speaking with Simon on the phone, the mayor’s executive assistant called,
having heard about Simon’s planned community meal. He informed Simon that he would need to come
to City Hall to get permits for assembly, noise, and public health related to serving food.354
On Monday, 10 October, around 12:30pm, I finally made it to Occupy Elkhart. Anton and an
older man were holding signs on the corner. The older man suggested that students, retired folks,
workers, unemployed people had all been present, suggesting “really it’s about the middle class.” Anton
told me that 23 people had gathered on Sunday for the first General Assembly meeting, and he was
expecting perhaps half of that number tonight at 8:15pm and welcomed me to participate. Another
participant, seemingly in his early 20s, informed me that the city had initially given them some
problems, via a police officer on Saturday night and a slightly friendlier one on Sunday night, but they
had maintained a 24-hour occupation. They had also been streaming, but then the city cut the power to
the plaza and demanded a $50 permit fee to turn it back on; Occupy South Bend donated the $50. By
9pm, Anton was again streaming live from the plaza, with 18 people present for the General Assembly.
Their biggest consensus decision was to rip up their application for a permit and insist on their rights to
speech and assembly. Al, an older white man waving American flags, told me how “pissed off” he was
when the Assistant Police Chief came by to tell them that they couldn’t display signs, inform people
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about the protest, or have any possessions in the plaza. Al walked to the Democratic Headquarters and
asked to speak to Mayor Moore, who was away, so he left a message expressing his irritation and
demanding the Mayor’s support for their rights. That evening, Andy, another one of the co-founders,
enthusiastically thanked Simon and me for coming.355 A couple days later, I would learn that Andy was
squatting an empty apartment building with three others, including a young person with mental health
issues who had been kicked out of the city’s one homeless shelter.356 Ted (Too Tall), a neighbor,
recognized me and also greeted us warmly. Simon, who had joined me for the evening General
Assembly, broached his community meal idea, which was received appreciatively but with caution about
how the police might respond. A young African American man and an older African American woman
were present. Another young woman reminded everyone that there are no leaders. Another cofounder and facilitator for the night, Mark suggested that he and Anton would handle communication;
he facilitated with a heavy hand but was periodically put in his place. (Although he had a Guy Falk mask
hanging from his neck, Mark also made a point of insisting that no one could discuss Anonymous, partly
because they were wanted and partly because it showed a lack of understanding of Anonymous.) All
agreed to another General Assembly the following night at 8:15. I recognized Anton immediately as one
of a few people counter demonstrating at a recent Tea Party Express Rally in downtown Elkhart. Anton
identified as an Army combat medic, who had attended Goshen High School until his graduation in 2007,
and claimed affiliation with the Democratic Socialists of America, as well as affinity with the
International Workers of the World (IWW). 357
On 11 October, engaging with the local press, one Occupier explained, ”Our organization
believes in peaceful protests and occupation of a specific point…We’re not out here proposing anything
but a peaceful discussion and political discourse.” Another Occupier, added, “We’re assembling
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peacefully. We’re observing our rights as individual citizens, taxpayers, and property owners.”358
Assistant Police Chief Tim Balyeat, who had stopped by the night before and upset Al with his list of
regulations, explained, “They need to have a permit to be up here. They have applied for the permit but
it hasn’t been signed… we are going to help them facilitate getting that signed so they can go back to
spreading their message.” While the city and police officials did work to facilitate a permit, Occupy
Elkhart had ripped up their initial application for a permit, as highlighted above, by consensus of the
General Assembly. As one of the Occupiers emphasized to the reporter, “We fully believe we are
exercising our First Amendment rights.” The article concluded by saying that a one-week permit had
been granted as of the afternoon of 11 October.359
That evening, 35 people were present for the General Assembly, and police again appeared but
to offer a signed permit, which the group accepted, beginning to set up tents that evening. The permit
had seemingly been orchestrated at least in part by the Mayor’s Executive Assistant. This alleviated
some of Simon’s concerns about the community meal the next night, but when I spoke with the
administrative assistant in the Public Works Department earlier that day, at Simon’s request, she
immediately knew about the intended meal. However, she classified the protest as violent; someone
had shouted at her to ‘Occupy Elkhart!’ When she stopped to inform them that they could not yell due
to noise ordinances, the same person was ‘disrespectful’ to her and said insulting things about the
government. She also recounted confronting Anton, who was using plaza electricity for his computer
without permission. The administrative assistant suggested that she knew Simon and wanted him to be
very careful with whom he associated himself.
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The General Assembly seemed to run fairly smooth, with Ted facilitating and Mark interjecting
less. Anton’s older union friend from the Tea Party Express counter-protest was confronted by a few
women who were unconvinced of his seemingly paternalistic explanations for why a trash committee
was necessary. The conversations reminded Simon and Joanna of their own challenges living in
community. Simon offered a proposal to the General Assembly that perhaps a couple people—who
were able to keep their cool, stay non-violent, and respond peacefully despite insults—should be
appointed to deal with provocateurs, police, or hostile members of the public. However, an early
consensus decision had postponed any further voting, since people participating in the morning were
not included. There was seemingly general support for eventually allowing a vote on Simon’s proposal
for forming a Peacekeeping Working Group or Committee, but this was unlikely to happen before
Thursday. A mother and her baby, Phil and Tina with their kids, and several older folks were present.
Simon later reported that the County Health Department had called him, expressing their desire to work
with him regarding a food-related permit for the community meal.360
In the course of planning for the community meal, Simon learned that the group’s assembly
permit was not valid (at least for the plaza) during the upcoming Pillars of Elkhart’s Oktoberfest, from
Thursday night through Sunday, immediately following the meal. Simon wrote to the head of Pillars of
Elkhart, an acquaintance, to see if people could pass out literature and/or perhaps find another nearby
place to temporarily relocate but received no response.361 The head of Pillars of Elkhart was also the
president-elect of the Elkhart County Board of Realtors, whom I had met on a few occasions and
interviewed. On 13 October, on the morning of his Oktoberfest, he participated in the Elkhart Economic
Development Summit, which I also attended. As he worked the room full of developers, we had a
couple minutes to chat, during which he mocked Occupy Elkhart as “a couple angry white boys who
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need a job.” During the event, I sat next to a Democratic candidate for City Council, who owned a small
business but quit a full-time social work position to care for her grandma who had dementia. When she
got up, he asked me if I was working on her campaign, to which I suggested that we were just
acquaintances. He then offered, “When I think about who I would like to have on City Council, I ask who
would be a good board member of a $50 million corporation, and I can’t support someone whose been
unemployed for a couple years.”362 Several days later, I ran into him with Simon. “How’s the
Occupation going, Simon?” he asked with a chuckle, and then continued, “This weekend, a few of us got
together and discussed how we could take revenge on the 99% by pouring milk on their tents in the
middle of the night. The 1% takes revenge with 2%!”363 The Democratic candidate for City Council
would ultimately join Occupy, an old friend of Al’s and struggling to pay her own bills. Notably, in the
midst of the Occupation, Simon was approached by the head of Downtown Elkhart, Inc., to consider
becoming a Board member of the non-profit focused on revitalization and a key player in the Horizon
2.0 Project to shape Elkhart’s future, while the founder of People’s History was approached about
joining the Elkhart County Community Foundation. Both wondered if these were attempts at
cooptation, and both refused the invitations.364 Occupy Elkhart would temporarily move their tents and
vacate the plaza, while using Oktoberfest as an opportunity to distribute flyers and regroup.
Notably, The Elkhart Truth’s editors defended the Occupation as “a small grass-roots group”
occupying the Elkhart Civic Plaza as “our public square” since “a rally Saturday that drew 100 people,”
on the first day of the Oktoberfest. They suggested that similar to protests across the country, “the core
is frustration with an imbalance in wealth, corporate greed and the connections between politics and
business.” The editorial then connected this to the local situation, explaining, “While things are getting
better and more local companies are hiring again, there are still many folks who have been unemployed
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since before the height of the recession two years ago. Many of those who have found work are
underemployed. The number of families seeking help at local food pantries increases each month.”
Reflecting on Occupy Elkhart’s “peaceful” protests in the plaza, the editorial emphasized that “we are
lucky to have such a place where people can voice their opinions.” Noting Occupy Elkhart’s plans to
return to the plaza after Oktoberfest, “maintaining their vigil indefinitely,” they concluded, “Whether
that’s an effective long-term strategy remains to be seen, but it’s their First Amendment right to do so.
And who knows? Maybe they will make a difference.”365
The night before, Simon successfully relocated the Wednesday night community meal hosted by
Jubilee House to the plaza. Andy leapt on a table to express thanks, and several others expressed
sincere gratitude for the act of solidarity. A moment of silence, a Quaker tradition used before
community meals to respect people’s different ways of expressing gratitude, was followed by a few
protest songs. However, the actual interactions were limited and awkward between Prairie Street
Mennonite parishioners, Jubilee residents, religious leaders and a few community folks on one hand and
the Occupiers on the other. Anton left quickly without eating, taking his guitar that had accompanied
the protest songs, but said goodbye. Ted hung out in a corner of the plaza, smoking with a couple
friends. Simon would become less active in Occupy Elkhart, despite ongoing exchanges with one of the
leaders. Mel would travel with Joanna and another friend to an annual Christian Peacemaker Team
gathering and visit Occupy Chicago with them on 15 October, while I was visiting Occupy DC. However,
Mel and Joanna would step back from Occupy Elkhart as well. In part, for each of them, this was due to
other commitments, organizing around the County Tax Sale on 18 October, coordinating the People’s
History of Elkhart Bike Tour on 23 October, and more. Notably, People’s History included Occupy as part
of their annual bike tour of sites of struggle. Andy gave a charismatic talk, suggesting that his main goal
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was to get people in Elkhart to care about their community and to take its future into their hands. A few
of the original Occupiers did not return when the Occupation was reestablished on the plaza, and a
couple others had already stepped away because of conflicts, while a new job consumed Phil. Still, a
man, three women and a boy were with Andy in the plaza, for our mid-afternoon tour stop on 23
October. A few others were still spending the night in the plaza and several were joining General
Assemblies when the weather was good. Andy later stopped by the post-tour potluck with another
Occupier.366 The following week, the encampment ended, but Andy, his brother, Ted, a few college
students and Al, among others, continued to hold regular meetings. Simon joined one of the General
Assembly meetings in late October, which he described as “chaotic and disorganized,” noting the
“aggressive” behavior of a couple of the men. By the end of October, Occupy Elkhart’s closed Facebook
group had only 56 members, amid several ongoing departures.367
Over the next few months, I attended periodic General Assembly meetings, which increasingly
became small group discussions, and followed the Occupy Elkhart, as well as Occupy South Bend
Facebook groups. Several members of Occupy Elkhart, including Tonya, who had opened her home to
Al, Ted and other homeless occupiers, would brave rain and a windchill of 20 degree Fahrenheit to
celebrate the two-month anniversary of Occupy Wall Street at noon, on 17 November, holding signs and
engaging with people on the plaza.368 Several days later, members from Occupy Elkhart and Occupy
South Bend would head to Indianapolis for an All Workers’ Lobby Day aimed at challenging so-called
right-to-work legislation, which prohibit mandatory dues collection from employees in work places
covered by collective bargaining agreements.369 As right-to-work legislation continued to advance, there
was also an attempt by Occupy to support the United Steelworkers, Teamsters and other unions in
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engaging state representatives at one of the periodic Third House meetings convened by the Elkhart
Chamber of Commerce. This effort, supported by a couple core members of Occupy Elkhart, was led by
an Occupy member who identified as a small business owner and Republican, listing the Fountainhead
as one of three of his “Books” on his Facebook site. Intervening in support of comments from Teamster
representatives, he cited an Economic Policy Institute report and discussed how right-to-work laws lead
to declining wages and thus less money for consumption, hurting retailers like himself. He questioned
why Republicans were making a political instead of an economic decision, voting party lines in support
of massive corporations instead of small business and retailers. After the meeting, he told me that he
was part of “the leadership” of Occupy South Bend, but was becoming more involved in Elkhart, where
his children lived with his wife. As he was encouraging me to friend him on Facebook, a woman
accosted him about Occupy, calling it a movement of people who didn’t want to work, that was too
liberal and destructive of property. He insisted that all of the Occupy South Bend leadership were
employed, that they were not liberal but against government socialism for multinational corporations,
and that all of the Occupy movements around the world had caused less damage than the riots
following Joe Paterno’s firing as the football coach at Penn State.370 From 22 February 2011, Democratic
members had staged a six-week walkout, remaining in Illinois, to block the attempts of their Republican
counterparts to pass a right to work bill in the Indiana House of Representatives. Despite solidarity from
Occupy movements around the state, Indiana would become the first in a string of states in the former
industrial/rust belt to pass right-to-work legislation on 1 February 2012. In response, a few members
would travel to Indianapolis, for Occupy the Superbowl, which drew dozens from Occupy groups across
Indiana and the wider Midwest.371 However, throughout this period, tensions and conflicts constantly
resurfaced. Some of these were interpersonal, including accusations of sexual harassment against

370
371

Fieldnotes 14 January 2012.
Fieldnotes 12 February 2012.

239

couple members, threats of violence or the use of Anonymous, and rival assertions of leadership in a
supposedly horizontal group.372 Some of this was intensified by real and perceived divisions based on
economic status. As one of a few examples, Ted had grown up the son of Seminole and Blackfoot
parents in Florida, moved to Indiana for work, and had then become unemployed and homeless,
eventually squatting with Andy and others. When Terri tried to raise money for urgent and potentially
life-threatening dental needs facing Ted, some college students and more financially secure members
had raised questions, ultimately leading to a series accusations and departures.373 At one point, these
became intense enough that Occupy South Bend discussed how to intervene or possibly mediate, noting
that two rival Occupy Elkhart groups had basically formed.374 Perhaps as or more significant, there were
substantial divisions about the way forward. After expressing repeated frustration with the breakdown
of democratic processes, abusive comments, and the ultimate direction of Occupy Elkhart, Anton would
wish the group well and announce his departure to keep organizing with the Democratic Socialists of
America.375 He would periodically reappear in local media; having completed a nursing degree and been
honorably discharged from the U.S. Army Reserves several months early, Anton was headed to Liberia,
in 2014, ready to assist with the Ebola crisis as a volunteer for Heart to Heart International. With the
same organization, Anton with assist with disaster relief following Hurricane Matthew in Haiti, in 2016,
and in Puerto Rico, following Hurricane Maria in 2017. And in June 2019, Anton organized a pro-choice
rally at the Elkhart County Courthouse.376 Al, who suggested that he had been involved in movementbuilding for 40 years, including via the Teamsters and UAW while identifying most strongly with the
anarchist politics of the IWW, was actively organizing against right-to-work legislation, but other
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Occupiers questioned the value of unions and had mixed feelings about right-to-work legislation. These
same Occupiers were united in opposition to SOPA-PIPA (the US Senate’s Stop Online Piracy Act and the
US House’s related Protect Intellectual Property Act) due to their potential to limit free speech, echoing
similar concerns expressed by various Tea Party groups.377 The Democratic candidate for City Council,
who ultimately lost her race, advocated a focus on the county government, which tied the hands of the
city and blocked job creation. Tonya encouraged a focus on “alternative economic projects” instead of
“political solutions,” highlighting the work of the Elkhart Local Food Alliance and the attempts to create
an alternative Michiana Currency.378 Tonya had created the complementary Elkhart Project, borrowing
the name from MSNBC’s yearlong coverage of the crisis in Elkhart, focused on “alternatives” and “local”
solutions, including the use of communal residences like her own (inviting several homeless men to live
with her, her daughters and their children) and community gardens.379 The latter briefly reconnected
her, Al and others to Simon and the Jubilee House, where they joined at least one community meal and
discussed community gardening in February 2012.380
On 14 April 2012, attempting to retake the momentum of Occupy, Jobs with Justice hosted a
99% Spring Action Training—organized nationally by dozens of unions, the National Domestic Workers
Alliance, the Right to the City Alliance, the Highlander Center and various Democratic organizations,
including Organizing for America—at the United Steelworkers 1191 Hall. I learned about it initially from
the head of the Elkhart County Tea Party Patriots.381 Notably, despite a competing Tea Party rally, two
members of the Patriots were among the 23 present, including representatives of several unions and a
few progressive groups (of 180 available spaces). No representatives of Occupy Elkhart attended.382 I
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also learned about the training from members of People’s History of Elkhart and the Elkhart Local Food
Alliance, after one of their Latina members had forwarded an announcement from MoveOn.org; they
were interested in possibilities for connecting it to the upcoming visit of Willie Baptist.383
In retrospect, Occupy quickly faltered, amid significant repression in some locations and internal
conflicts in others. However, it successfully drove inequality and democratic failures into public
discourse. These efforts resonated with a wide cross-section of people in the face of deepening
inequality and dispossession, as well as widespread disillusionment with electoral democracy and
government institutions. For thousands of participants and supporters, Occupations also modelled
horizontal democratic processes, attempted the difficult work of cooperation and communal living on a
large scale, and worked to build inclusive spaces and demands. These demands confronted powerful
interests, even as these new models of deciding and living together had to navigate hegemonic
understandings and practices. In the case of Occupy Wall Street in New York City, a number of seasoned
activists, many of whom were also graduate students or professors, arguably provided valuable support
for informal political education and often spontaneous but vital discussions that deepened shared
critical analysis, complemented by regular interventions from aligned public intellectuals. However, as
Occupations sprang up across the country, wide divergences of analysis with minimal attention to or
capacity for political education were evident. As a result, there was often little “clarity” about issues or
their histories or structural causes. To the credit of Occupy Wall Street and other Occupiers across the
country, there were significant efforts to share lessons and models, particularly in relation to facilitation
techniques, but many Occupations struggled to rapidly develop the skills to deal with police, media,
conflict, sexual harassment, or logistics. In Elkhart and at other smaller Occupations, democratic
processes often stumbled, with de facto leaders emerging with little transparency and accountability.
Some stepped away disillusioned (or satisfied with their contribution after a brief visit).
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In contrast to the other grassroots groups examined above, the lack of connectedness to the
wider community, as well as to one another, was often apparent in Occupy. Yet Occupy also reflected
tensions within these other Left projects, including the challenges of living communally. In addition, it
foregrounded questions around leadership and political education. A couple weeks before Willie
Baptist visited Elkhart, the Iconocast podcast, on the Jesus Radicals’ site, hosted Noam Chomsky. Joanna
raised the question, “How do we develop leaders to guide social movements with the smarts and
strength and broad buy-in to go toe-to-toe with the kind of oppressive structures we’re up against
today?” Echoing Occupy, Chomsky replied, “I have to say, whenever I hear the word ‘leaders,’ I always
internally shutter a little bit. If we have leaders, we have followers, and the leaders are going to lead us
in the wrong direction, because that’s what leadership is. What we need is participants, and the
participants jointly create; they are jointly the leaders.” While Chomsky interestingly claimed Dr. King
for this tradition, his response raised substantial questions, which were still present when Baptist
visited. Shortly before his visit, Baptist had co-authored an essay with Liz Theoharis, now co-chair of the
new Poor People’s Campaign, in Pedagogy of the Poor: Building the Movement to End Poverty, which
was studied by People’s History of Elkhart. Baptist and Theoharis write about the importance of
leadership development, both the “leadership of the poor as a social group,” secured through
organization and collective action, and “leadership of individuals from the ranks of the poor as well as
from other ranks,” requiring political education aimed at developing leaders with “clarity, competence,
commitment and connectedness” (2011:170). They argue, “Without education, organization is reduced
to mobilization. …Without a deep understanding of the causes and conditions of poverty, it is difficult to
develop the commitment necessary to endure the hardships and inevitable setbacks of a protracted
struggle” (Baptist and Theoharis 2011:163). This approach diverges from Saul Alinsky’s model, popular
on the Right and Left in the US, relying on (outside) organizers to agitate communities based on
immediate grievances (Alinsky 1971). It also arguably diverges from the reluctance of most Occupiers to
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acknowledge any leaders, in favor of a model of horizontal, consensus-based processes. However,
Baptist and Theoharis also embrace “the concept that ‘the struggle is the school’ and that integrating
education into daily actions and activities is a central way to raise consciousness among pragmatic
people,” which in practice has meant housing takeovers becoming “schools for developing leadership
and membership” or marches becoming “traveling schools” (2011:164). If Occupy Elkhart or Occupy
Indianapolis had less intentionality around integrating political education, at some level, the struggle still
became a school, both in its failures and successes. The next chapter looks more deeply at the ideas and
debates that informed grassroots Left projects in Elkhart and the wider region, as well as the
alternatives that they ultimately proposed.
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CHAPTER 6
Is Another Community Possible?

Conditions pushed many people into motion. They relied on social networks and cooperation in
new ways, drew on and shared almost forgotten skills, and/or resisted immediate injustices. Many of
these reactions—driven by necessity—arguably laid the groundwork for a different future, one built on
values of mutual care, creativity and meaningful participation. However, both the Tea Party and the
election of President Trump suggest that conditions (or the perception of threats to one’s well-being,
dignity or position) can evoke different responses or be utilized for diverse political ends. In speaking
with emerging leaders on the Left, participating in community gatherings and organizing meetings, and
sometimes supporting the practical work of renovating communal residences, planting community
gardens or driving members to actions, I was interested in their frameworks for understanding the world
and working for change, who were they listening to, reading or upholding to as models. Significantly,
this shifted and grew overtime; as leaders deepened commitments to social change and solidarity with
each other and their wider communities, their ongoing struggles brought them into contact with a
widening circle of other grassroots groups, veterans of past social struggles and emerging national
movements, as well as new theoretical frameworks.
At one level, grassroots leaders were informed by the liberal context of the US and its
commonsense elevation of the individual, autonomy and rights. Different leaders would reference the
importance of “self-care” to balance (voluntary) commitments to the community; many were drawn to
models of self-sufficiency, homesteading or other do-it-yourself (DIY) projects, vaguely reminiscent of
Jefferson’s ideas of smallholder democracy. Similarly, clear anti-racist and feminist commitments in part
emerge from long struggles to realize the promises of liberalism. Despite being in the midst of an
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immense economic crisis with impoverishment and dispossession visible in Elkhart, anti-capitalist
critiques were often less articulated. Capitalism, as liberalism’s twin, was seldom explicitly questioned
or perhaps seen as inevitable by many leaders. Over time, some leaders developed a clearer
intersectional critique that incorporated a deepening analysis of the capitalist system. Grassroots
groups did diverge from the liberal framework, perhaps most clearly in rejecting models centered on
growth, ongoing accumulation, and even individual property ownership. Relationships, community, and
values of generosity, reciprocity and inclusion were esteemed and lived. There was also an explicit
desire to recognize abundance (and even waste) and to “reduce, recycle and reuse” as well as
redistribute or share, both out of environmental concern and based on Anabaptist commitments to
simplicity and mutual aid. And “progress” was questioned based on the current state of social and
economic relationships. This critique of so-called progress often involved attention to the roles of
technology and scale in undermining humans’ connections to one another and nature, looking to
indigenous writers, aspects of the anti-globalization movement, Wendell Berry and others. At this level,
the dominant critique was tinged with Romanticism in wanting to return to a smaller, more “human
scale” communities, to reclaim food sovereignty and ideally reconnect to “an autonomous land base.” If
these alternatives didn’t always grapple with global inequalities or the potential power of the capitalist
system, they did explicitly acknowledge the dispossession of indigenous populations, histories of slavery
and colonialism and ongoing inequalities which were tied to our current model and the wealth enjoyed
by many. In this sense, the desire for and active work towards inclusive relationships of equality and
horizontality was forward-looking and far from Romantic.
Below is an attempt to explore three evolving and often overlapping frameworks or sets of
influences that informed grassroots struggles on the Left in Elkhart. First and perhaps most profoundly
for People’s History of Elkhart, as well as shaping other grassroots groups, the starting point for analysis
was the history of local struggles over the past few decades and the wisdom of community and religious
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elders who had been part of those struggles. While People’s History advanced or supported a range of
actions from know your rights trainings to tax sale organizing, much of their work involved trying to
build connections and solidarity between emerging struggles like Indiana’s Dream Initiative, longer
standing community justice organizations like the NAACP and St. James AME Church, and progressive
community leaders like the head of Church Community Services. These efforts eventually led to regional
and national connections, via the US Social Forum, Mennonite networks, and more. Their discussions
with Vincent Harding, Willie Baptist, and other social justice leaders ultimately involved them in learning
exchanges and online studies with other grassroots leaders across the country, reading WEB DuBois’
Black Reconstruction and eventually Marx. This opened new discussions, providing tools for analysis
and action, yet the broad-based nature of their coalition, as well as the practical barriers facing workingclass members trying to juggle multiple jobs and families, arguably limited their ability to integrate
aspects of this beyond a small core of leaders.
Second, many grassroots leaders were drawn to some version intentional community or a
(return to) non-coercive human relationships of mutual care lived on a local level, often inspired by their
Anabaptist roots. Beyond theologians and thinkers from their own faith tradition, many grassroots
leaders were reading authors like Wendell Berry, Vandana Shiva and Starhawk, reinforcing a strong
appreciation for the local, small-scale, and sustainable, with a strong connection to the land and often a
critique of technology. Fellowship of Hope, which had looked to the Hutterites and Bruderhof, provided
one model, but these leaders also looked to other Anabaptist-inspired contemporary communities,
some documented by a local leader, in her edited volume Widening the Circle: Experiments in Christian
Discipleship (Shenk 2011). This volume was introduced by Elaine Ens and Ched Meyers, who together
with other theologians and Anabaptist-inspired thinkers, were also a strong influence for many.
Particularly significant for the development of the Elkhart Local Food Alliance and Rise Up Farm were
deepening connections with and a couple visits to the Possibility Alliance, a Missouri-based intentional
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community described below, as well as seeing alternative urban farming and gardening models and
intentional collectives in Detroit, during and after the US Social Forum in 2010. Significantly, this was
also connected to histories of struggle, include those involving Dr. Vincent Harding, who formed an
interracial intentional community and movement house as a vital part of the Civil Rights Struggle, and
white religious leaders like Clarence Jordan, who founded the interracial Koinonia Christian community
and cooperative farm in Americus, Georgia, in the 1940s, enduring repeated attacks by the KKK and
economic boycott. Jordan and Koinonia would provide another source of inspiration to some members
at Fellowship of Hope.384 Similarly, this flows into a third framework. Certain aspects of Anabaptism,
including conceptions of mutual aid and rejection of government authority, created a receptiveness to
anarchism. This was evident in the protests that emerged in relation to the playing of the national
anthem by Goshen College, briefly disrupting a 114-year-old tradition. Similarly, many conversations
about racism, patriarchy, heterosexism and other forms of oppression bridged Anabaptist and anarchist
discussions. The Damascus Road Anti-Racism Process, formed under the Mennonite Central Committee
in the 1990s and spun to independent status as Roots of Justice in late 2012, involved a few of the
grassroots leaders in Elkhart, including one of the co-founders of Jesus Radicals. At the US Social Forum
in 2010, a parallel “Becoming Undone” gathering was organized by Anabaptists from Elkhart, various
intentional communities, and the network of Young Anabaptist Radicals, united many in grappling with
oppression from the dual perspectives of Anabaptism and anarchism.
Third, anarchism—as a commitment to anti-authoritarian radical democratic practices, rejection
of government, and voluntary cooperation grounded in a commitment to nonviolence–appealed to
many grassroots leaders, both as a basis for structuring community and as aligned with their faith and
often Anabaptist understandings. Jesus Radicals was central to convening online and in-person
conversations at the intersection of anarchism and Christianity. These conversations were periodically
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reinforced by the South Bend Catholic Worker, as well as intentional communities in and beyond
Elkhart, often drawing on both Anabaptist and anarchist thinking. In this sense, in Elkhart and for Jesus
Radicals, understandings of anarchism were shaped foremost via religious adherents, Dorothy Day and
Peter Maurin as founders of the Catholic Worker, French theologian Jaques Ellul, Stanley Hauerwas and
Mennonite theologian John Howard Yoder (neither of the latter two self-identified anarchists but both
closely aligned with many anarchist principles and were widely read by Christian radicals). In turn,
several of the Christian and often-Anabaptist anarchists associated with Jesus Radicals studied
Kropotkin, Bakunin, Chomsky and other secular anarchists, as well as producing their own commentary
and analysis. Within these discussions, in addition to a clear commitment to confronting oppression, a
concern about environmental issues was often central via a strong strand of anarcho-primitivist or anticivilization critique. This latter critique often seemed far removed from the concerns of residents of
South Central Elkhart, despite some sympathy from certain grassroots leaders actively engaged in
building collective and increasingly self-sufficient homesteads. The core of Jesus Radicals and some
grassroots leaders also embraced “Christian” or “social” anarchism, combining individual autonomy and
volunteerism with mutual aid and accountability in non-hierarchical communities committed to ending
oppression and rejecting violence, including as embodied in the state. However, other grassroots
leaders in Elkhart and many in the wider Jesus Radicals community were less clear about the distinctions
of anarchism and libertarianism, both upholding freedom, which in turn resonated with decades of
neoliberal rhetoric. Later, Occupy, discussed in the last chapter, provided further reinforcement to
anarchist understandings and practice, despite being kept at arms-length by many grassroots leaders.
This chapter concludes by looking at the alternatives that these grassroots groups proposed,
building on these intersecting frameworks and their evolving understandings over the course of multiple
years of struggle and creation, as well as providing a snapshot of what these alternatives meant in
practice and at least initial impact. These alternatives included centering and connecting the leadership
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of the impoverished—black, Latino and white; building intentional, nonviolent communities of mutual
aid and solidarity; confronting histories of oppression in an ongoing effort to build horizontal
relationships as neighbors; and demanding rights to dignity, participation and well-being.

Learning from community struggles, connecting to wider histories of movement
“When you get to know ordinary folks, you get to know some of the complexity and are less
likely to be doctrinaire. Rooting ourselves in relationship,” Jason suggested, pointing to the example of
Ella Baker, who had been the focus of his final project at Earlham College. He was drawn to her
decades-long commitment--organizing economic cooperatives during the Great Depression and being at
the forefront of social movements for fifty years—but also her approach, explaining that as an NAACP
field organizer, instead of seeking out pastors or professionals, she “went door to door and talked to
folks and built those relationships…having a healthy distrust for official prestige and spending lots of
time with ordinary folks.” This also resonated with Jason’s faith, suggesting that he learned as a child
about Jesus “spending his time with the outcast and exploited people of his time. That in our family was
held up as an important story.” When Jason returned to Elkhart, this guided his efforts as a community
organizer or “a neighbor,” and it was something that he brought to People’s History, attempting to
create “spaces where people can come together,” building the types of relationships that Baker valued,
“which are the glue of a community, so that in times of crisis we can come together, and also that we
can build out of those times of crisis and out of everyday living the sorts of connections and vision for a
shared future that will undergird whatever is next for us.” From the outset, central to this “coming
together” was hearing each other’s stories and listening to the wider stories of the community,
particularly of past struggles, “realizing that sharing stories can be a base for organizing.” As they began
to talk to community elders, they heard “stories of urban renewal, stories of displacement,” particularly
affecting the black community, and recognized “when we have that historical knowledge, we’re more
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equipped to understand what’s going on around us today. When we see this tax sale—the minimum bid
is from $600 up to on the outside $6,000 for a house, you have within an eight-block radius 80 homes
going for those rates in our community, it quickly becomes clear—it’s not difficult to make those
connections to what happened historically.” Jason suggested that this gradually led members of
People’s History to “connecting our stories to the bigger story of what’s going on in our community and
in our country, in the world,” as a basis for deepening analysis and building solidarity across struggles.
Beginning in 2009, the People’s History of Elkhart annual bike tour was a key event both for building
leadership—of those who told stories, interviewed community elders and organized the logistics—and
for recruiting a wider set of community members, supporting them to hear each other’s stories and to
believe in the possibility of collective action and change. 385
During his own period of unemployment and transition, Jason focused on more fully learning
the history of social struggles in Elkhart, foremost through conversations with community members.
Part of this research involved a two-hour interview with Steve, a community leader grappling with issues
of racism and class, who had been mentored by Edith (introduced in the second chapter). In early 2009,
frustrated with Lacasa, Steve had called Jason out, basically saying, “If you’re going to be doing
community work, working in the community, you need to know these stories.” Jason credited Steve
with pushing his analysis of power, rooted in the stories of Elkhart, and reinforcing that community
development—despite good intentions—could do harm if isn’t done in a way that “respects those most
impacted, makes a place for their voices, and is directed by those people who will be most impacted.”386
In a piece for the Mennonite World Review, Jason reflected on being confronted by Steve, who insisted
that he needed to learn the history of struggles in the community, pointing to how urban renewal
demolished homes in the oldest Black neighborhood and later Black-owned businesses. Perhaps more
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significantly, Steve emphasized long histories of struggle, highlighting the Edith’s multiple roles in
advocating for and shaping the wider community.387 When Edith died at age 85 on 26 June 2006, her
obituary identified her as a “prominent community leader,” suggesting that “through her greatgrandmother's heritage, stories and strong faith in God, [she] received perspective on humanity and
race relations that fueled her quest for equality and justice.” Her story was informed by migration from
Tennessee, in 1935; meeting Dr. W.E.B. Dubois at the NAACP National Convention in Detroit, in 1958;
participating in the historic March on Washington, in 1963, with Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.; serving as
the first woman president of the Elkhart NAACP in the 1970s; and a scout leader for 22 racially diverse
children at Roosevelt School.388
South Central Elkhart had witnessed the demolition of the historic black neighborhood Cozy
Corners and then South Side/Ullery Elementary School—Elkhart’s one segregated school (1929-1948)
and home to the Elkhart Urban League for most of the next two decades—despite the mobilization of
Carter-Ermine Outreach Ministry and other allies led by Edith. The community overwhelmingly opposed
to the demolition of Roosevelt Elementary School (now the Historic Roosevelt Center). In a survey of
400 community members, commissioned by the mayor and largely carried about by Sarah, then a
Mennonite Voluntary Service representative placed with the Elkhart Housing Partnership, 396 were
strongly in favor of saving the building as an important community center. Yet the mayor then made a
seemingly arbitrary decision to demolish the building in July 2006, with the school system no longer able
to pay for upkeep. This led to massive community anger and mobilization and ultimately the discovery
by community members that the building had previously been given historic status, allowing for
application for tax credits to support renovation. The Elkhart Housing Partnership relocated to the
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building in late 2006/early 2007, but then collapsed within a few months of Jason replacing Sarah as the
Mennonite Voluntary Service community organizer. Jason remained, building wider alliances and
working to reinforce and maintain the engagement of the Roosevelt Neighborhood Association as a core
of community resistance. When I first interviewed Jason in August 2009, he was transitioning his role to
a new MVS organizer, and he shared a multi-page list of dozens of community members, with
biographical information, that he had composed for his replacement. If Steve reinforced the importance
of local stories, of knowing the history and struggles of the community (sub-section of Elkhart), Jason
and other young leaders were already receptive.389
Building on more informal past efforts to share community stories, the 2009 bike tour was the
first to be given the title People’s History of Elkhart. Immediately afterwards, the group started holding
monthly discussions/studies focused on different issues or historical struggles.390 In 2010, the People’s
History Bike and Van Tour, working to create greater accessibility for persons with disabilities and the
elderly, connected with a leader of the successful two-year environmental struggle waged by
community residents, organized as REST – Residents for Environmentalism Stand Together, to close a
“mega-shredder” able to demolish a thousand cars per day while causing substantial harm to the
working class, predominantly black neighborhood beside it. The bike tour also spent time with Steve
and highlighted the history of Prairie Street Mennonite Church in welcoming refugees and migrants
throughout its history.391 In 2011, a small group of leaders collectively organized and planned the tour
and potluck discussion afterwards. In addition to developing a map and growing list of sites of struggle,
a widely distributed flyer welcomed residents to: “Learn the context of Elkhart presented through the
lens of everyday, common, people rather than the political and economic elites,” encouraging them to:
“Imagine the People of Elkhart United in a Movement for Fundamental Change.” The flyer also used a
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quote from a key source of inspiration, Howard Zinn, author of A People’s History of the United States
(1980): “Not a ‘revolution’ in the classical sense of a seizure of power, but rather from people beginning
to take power from within the institutions. The workers taking power to control the conditions of their
own lives.” At the beginning of the tour, Joanna spoke of decision to focus on current and ongoing
struggles, and Jason introduced Dr. King’s “Beyond Vietnam” speech in 1967, which the group used to
frame the tour in anticipation of Dr. Vincent Harding’s visit, discussed below, highlighting King’s analysis
of the triple evils of militarism, poverty and racism and the need to restructure edifices that produce
poverty and oppression by uniting people affected by those issues. Nicole and another leader
memorialized all those not present, elevated legacies of struggles, and acknowledged the genocide of
the indigenous population, despite resistance. At each site, a leader read a passage from “Beyond
Vietnam.” The tour itself highlighted Indiana’s Dream Initiative, tax sale organizing, recent struggles to
resist budget cuts to the public library and Occupy Elkhart.392 For its eighth annual tour on 8 October
2016, a diverse eight-person steering committee further developed a 36-page booklet foregrounding 24
local stories of struggle from Elkhart, from the 1600s through the present. People’s History of Elkhart
framed its mission as “sharing story, study, and strategy to build relationships across historic divisions
and strengthen the growing movement to end poverty.”393
Jason also became involved in another story-sharing project in Goshen, initiated by the Maple
City Health Care Clinic (MCHCC). Valuing “relationships, integration and empowerment” in order to
“build community across cultures,” Maple City Health Care Center’s (MCHCC) mission was: “a) to foster
healthy community in our neighborhood by providing and promoting affordable, accessible, and
integrated quality care, and b) to articulate and promote our experience as a sustainable model.”394
Beginning in the spring of 2010, MCHCC began hosting gatherings of “neighbors” from diverse
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backgrounds, who were in reality strangers often divide by prejudice and fear, to share stories in
response to simple prompts, discussing “Our Future Together” (OFT). Jason co-facilitated these bilingual
groups, supporting them to recognize and build points of connection via “stories about our families and
our experiences in our neighborhood.” In an MCHCC blog on the topic, founder, family physician and
“guardian of vision,” Dr. James Nelson Gingerich framed the purpose of Our Future Together by
suggesting, “People who are lonely, stressed, and isolated tend to experience more illness and to be ill
for longer periods of time…Our expectation for OFT was that disparate people would establish and build
relationships. Healthy relationships decrease stress and isolation.” This lens on health outcomes was
arguably distinct from Jason’s more political hope for and understanding of OFT. In reflecting on the
initial successes of OFT for the same blog, Jason stated, “One of the things we learned from the stories is
how hard it is for newcomers to feel safe and welcome…We decided that one way to improve the future
for all of our children is to reach out and welcome new families.”395 In discussing it with him at other
points, Jason expressed his vision of supporting people to see each other as fellow human beings with
common desires as a vital step towards reclaiming the ability to collectively shape the future.396 Leila,
who co-facilitated a number of the groups with Jason, applied to a job at MCHCC on the advice of a
friend. With little knowledge of the actual position, she suggested in her cover letter that she believed
that “relationships are the only way that we are going to change the world,” a belief reinforced as an
environmental educator. Leila talked about initially being baffled by the website, which foregrounded a
jumble of stories but little practical information, but the website—focused on community members’
stories—quickly became a constant source of inspiration and learning for her. James, the founder of
MCHCC, was clear that he didn’t want them to become a service provider but rather “an organization
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that fosters relationship-based community.”397 After several sessions, OFT ended amid other priorities
and programs, but similar values and commitments informed the wider work of the organization.
In founding Elkhart County Works Together (ECWT) and trying to think through what needed to
be done, David ultimately gathered a diverse set of the unemployed or underemployed—social workers,
a newspaper editor, workers from recreational vehicle factories—but he also sat down with the head of
La Casa (the local, nonprofit housing agency) with whom he attended church and with the President of
the Goshen Chamber of Commerce, whom he knew from being on the board of Downtown Goshen, Inc.
In addition to experiencing poverty as a child, David was also exposed to “global poverty” via work with
the Mennonite Central Committee over the course of 15 years, explaining, “Filipinos that we worked
with taught us a lot about how to do analysis—social analysis, political analysis, economic analysis. And
they got us tuned into analyzing the global economic system, where the Philippines was and where the
United States was and where the people in the barrios were in big global economic forces.” While this
type of macro-level analysis remained valuable, David and ECWT grounded their analysis and action in a
practical and locally-oriented outlook, seemingly informed by ideas of asset-based community
development that looked to the strengths and potential contributions of the immediate community.
The motto of ECWT, written boldly on a banner in the Bricolage space where they met, was: “We are
strong. We are creative. We are an asset to our community.” Ultimately, David was reluctant to make
definitive statements about the causes of the economic crisis. Critical of haphazard government
interventions, he aligned himself with the social democratic thinking of Paul Krugman. He noted, “When
I was in my 20s at Mennonite Central Committee [in the early 1980s], they were having a revolution. It
was a Marxist revolution, and the churches were very progressive.” His supervisor would try to curb
some of the enthusiasm for socialism and common good by quoting the adage: ““If a man’s not a
Marxist by time he’s 30, he doesn’t have a heart. And if he’s still a Marxist when he’s fifty, he doesn’t
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have a head.” David was clear that some level of caution had tempered his own analysis, suggesting, “I
don’t think I’m thinking that there has to be something else, besides the economic system that we
currently have. We haven’t arrived yet.” He had ultimately decided that his “life’s work” or
“generational goal” was to help build “movement to make Michiana sustainable. And that the
appropriate context, the appropriate forum, for that kind of work is probably the bioregion; it’s
understandable, you have people that are close enough, they can have relationships.” Ultimately,
David’s focus on more local-level sustainability was complemented by an interest in “community
economics.” However, the challenges were significant. In reflecting on his time in the Philippines, he
made a parallel between workers and small business owners in Elkhart, and workers who worked in
slave-like conditions on sugar plantations on the island of Negros, suggesting that both were “blinded to
the possibilities” and “locked into a system.” This pointed to the importance of organizing and
education for him, and it resulted in practical challenges, including the inability of leaders of Elkhart
County to come together and collectively develop an economic plan to realize an oft-stated vision of
Elkhart becoming a center of green manufacturing.398
If the Occupy movement was a turning point nationally in terms of public discussions of
inequality, the same period (late 2011 – early 2012) represented an important moment in Elkhart.
People’s History of Elkhart hosted two significant national leaders who had been involved in grassroots
struggles for racial and economic justice since the 1960s. These events and the organizing that
surrounded them solidified relationships with a range of local and statewide struggles, reoriented the
mission of People’s History, and tapped key young leaders into new national networks. People’s History
of Elkhart welcomed Vincent Harding, a close Mennonite ally of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and
Willie Baptist, head of the University of the Poor, tracing his roots to Watts, leadership in the National
Union of the Homeless as a homeless father, the Kensington (Philadephia) Welfare Rights Union and
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related struggles. He was actively working to reignite Dr. King’s Poor People’s Campaign (which
happened in 2018, on the 50th anniversary of the original Campaign).
The visit of Dr. Vincent Harding was an important moment for many grassroots groups,
supporting them to connect to their own histories and wider histories of struggle, while taking seriously
the morality emphasized by their faith traditions. He met with a few smaller groups and spoke at the
Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical Seminary, before holding a community event in South Central Elkhart. In
most of these spaces, as he did through much of his ministry and advocacy, he would ask people to
introduce themselves by speaking about their “mama’s mama.” He believed that we needed to
understand each other’s history, hear each other’s story, to begin to build genuine relationships and
trust. He would often follow this question by a second: What is your dream or vision for a changed
world? As discussed in the second chapter, Dr. Harding had visited Elkhart in the past as a key
Mennonite leader throughout the civil rights struggle and beyond. In preparation for his visit, People’s
History had read parts of his Martin Luther King: The Inconvenient Hero, as well as an interview that
Joanna had conducted with him for her edited volume Widening the Circle: Experiments in Christian
Discipleship, in which he recounted his experiences in the Army, becoming a conscientious objector in
looking to the life of Jesus as opposed to the Ten Commandments, and ultimately meeting Mennonites
at the University of Chicago, who provided an example of discipleship centered on Jesus and who were
actively grappling with questions of race and Christianity on the South Side of Chicago. As a co-pastor at
the Woodlawn Mennonite Church in 1958, Harding would learn about the nonviolent activism and
ministry of Dr. King, and he and four other men—three white and another black—would get in a station
wagon to “manifest and test our faith in Christian brotherhood, pledging to not allow ourselves to be
separated” by driving through the South to Montgomery, Alabama, to meet Dr. King, who would
ultimately extend an invitation to Harding, “You Mennonites understand what we’re trying to do in this
nonviolent movement. You ought to come down from Chicago and help us” (Harding 2008:132). In

258

1961, he and Rosemarie Freeney Harding would become representatives of the Mennonite Service
Committee to the Southern freedom movement, establishing Mennonite House as an interracial
community and “movement” house, just around the corner from the Kings, who became close family
friends. They participated in key campaigns across the South, working closely with the Southern
Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC),
often meeting clandestinely with white religious and community leaders to secure their support, and
sharing long discussions with King about the movement in the evolving context of the US, including the
Vietnam War, wider anti-colonial struggles and the fate of soldiers - their “younger brothers who were
being picked up from places where so much hoped had died in America to go and kill the hope and take
the lives of their sisters and brothers in Vietnam” (Harding 2008:135). Harding would bring these
concerns to the SCLC in an Open Letter in August 1965, and would ultimately author King’s most
controversial and arguably most powerful speech, “Beyond Vietnam” or “Breaking the Silence”
(delivered at Riverside Church, in New York City, 4 April 1978), in which he decisively integrated
opposition to the Vietnam War into the freedom struggle and named the triple evils of racism,
materialism and militarism. For many years, Harding was plagued by grief and guilt, seeing a connection
between this speech, which would help form the basis for the Poor People’s Campaign, and King’s
assassination, which he and many believe involved the FBI (notably, again revealing the power of the
state and the political economy of violence).
On 18 January 2012, in celebration of Martin Luther King Day, Vincent Harding spoke to a
diverse group of community members, filling the auditorium of the Historic Roosevelt Center.
Preparation for this event had begun the previous September. As noted above, People’s History also
studied Harding’s “Beyond Vietnam” speech and used it to frame their fall People’s History Bike Tour.399
The event itself included five panelists or discussants from community organizations, unions and the
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school system; two black, two Latino and one white; four women and a man. Per their model of building
and sharing leadership, the representative of Indiana’s Dream Initiative ultimately had a fellow student
leader join them on stage to engage with Dr. Harding. When asked his opinion of recent immigration
laws, Dr. Harding suggested that we need to seriously discuss the issues of “our sisters and brothers
trying to come to the country” because “all of us came to this country one way or another, except for
the Natives of this county. And the question now is: whose country is this anyway? And what I am
deeply convinced of is that this country really belongs to all those who all willing to commit their lives to
creating a more perfect union – that’s what the Constitution says.” Emphasizing that “this must be the
concern of all of us and not just Latinos,” he encouraged particularly pushing Christians who claim they
follow Jesus to actually do so. Harding highlighted, “Because if you really want to be with me, Jesus
says, then you have to be with outcast, because that’s where I am;” we need to “ask them: Who would
Jesus be arresting?”
Another Latino leader raised intersecting issues of class and race, expressing deep
disappointment in President Obama. In response, Dr. Harding was clear that we should not expect
Obama or any leader to have the answers; reflecting on the civil rights movement, he suggested, “It was
a whole bunch of very magnificently ordinary people, some of whom had never been past eighth grade,
who developed a movement to transform an entire country…ordinary, committed, courageous people
had to join together.” Dr. Harding also emphasized the need for “a loving, honest conversation between
the black and brown communities,” not necessarily excluding white folks, but creating a space to learn
from respective struggles. When a white leader later asked, “How do you break through the walls
between us and them?” He responded: “Leap! …We’ve got to face the reality that some things cannot
be learned without making mistakes, and if we don’t want to make mistakes, it means that we don’t
want to learn. …But do it only with the best possible intentions, and do it because you need it at least as
much as the other needs it.” When a black labor leader again pushed him on issues of class and
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particularly the lack of concern for workers, Dr. Harding reflected on the final days of Dr. King’s life, “He
was standing up for organized workers. Not just workers, but garbage workers…It is worth continuing to
struggle to place this issue of ‘the right of workers to organize’ deep into the stories that we tell about
King whenever we are telling them.” He added, “Our children need to hear that about King, and maybe
need to then ask some questions about: ‘Well, what are we doing now, Daddy, Mama?’ ‘What’s this
about organizing?’ I think that all of that is part of the necessity of the building of this country to be a
truly democratic country.”400
Harding, accompanied by his daughter, lingered to thank and speak with those who had
organized the event, set-up chairs and sound, community leaders and young students. After the event,
Jason wrote to participants, suggesting that “many felt inspired, intrigued, and challenged... and we're
already hearing about powerful connections emerging from the January 18th event! So in order to
practice the kind of deep listening that Dr. Harding invited and demonstrated, all are invited to join in
continuing the conversation.” 401 A few days later, some 50 people broke into small groups and reflected
on the significance of the discussion for themselves as individuals and as a community, considering
opportunities to “listen, learn and work together” and further exploring some of the questions or issues
raised by Harding. The black labor leader picked up on the call for a black-brown conversation, one
which he suggested might ideally also involve white folks. Others echoed this need for unity, but the
need to do so in ways that grappled with specific issues and histories of different communities. In
stressing the need for ongoing political education and learning, several noted their appreciation of how
Dr. Harding listened deeply, allowing him to respond and make connections in profound ways.402 At
Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical Seminary, where he was introduced by one of the co-founders of Jesus
Radicals and a member of the Mennonite Church’s Damascus Road Anti-Racism Team, Dr. Harding
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suggested that God had been pushing him to struggle with and encourage others to struggle with the
question, which had resonated with a few leaders of People’s History, “What is the education required
to help prepare us for full participation in the work of creating a compassionate multiracial democracy?”
In sharing some initial thoughts, he referenced Dr. King’s clarity that “we’ve got to organize goodness,”
and then he told the story of Chairman Mao as a great educator having children wear smocks that
buttoned in the back, creating the necessity of relying on other children, subtly undermining
competition while teaching the young to be in service of others.403 Dr. Harding would pass a couple
years later, but he would connect Joanna and Jesus Radicals—directly and indirectly—to key advocates
from and historians of the Civil Rights Movement and leading theologians.
One of the leader of the Indiana’s Dream Initiative (IDI), who dialogued with Dr. Harding,
stressed the importance events and studies coordinated by People’s History of Elkhart, which brought
together diverse grassroots organizations to hear each other’s stories and begin to form relationships.
By early 2012, IDI was gradually drawing on and making new statewide connections, but they remained
convinced that direct relationships, among students and with other Elkhart community members, were
vital. These relationships make inaction difficult and alliance possible. In our conversations, the IDI
leader pointed to important friendships with the founders of People’s History of Elkhart and the Elkhart
Local Food Alliance, which she credited with being bridges to collaboration with the different
organizations. IDI would become central to a growing number of community events, intentionally
building relationships and solidarity across struggles and creating platforms for students to share their
stories as a catalyst for action. In addition to the event with Dr. Harding, they participated in a People’s
History of Elkhart event entitled “Know Your Civil Rights” with more than 100 people at the Roosevelt
Center in March 2012, building connections with the NAACP, the Center for Community Justice, and an
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immigration lawyer Felipe Merino, as well as a few other community organizations.404 A few days later,
they spoke at the “Rock the Vote Rally! Discussing the Human Side of Immigration,” organized by the
Latino Students Union, at Indiana university South Bend, emphasizing the need to organize, inform and
empower the Latino community, advocating for the Dream Act, working to repeal Indiana HB1402, and
campaigning broadly for Education Not Deportation (END).405 Relationships cultivated at and far
beyond these events also led to a strong alliance with Prairie Street Mennonite Church; its pastors and
congregation sprung to action when one of their Latino members was picked up by ICE during my
research.406 IDI also tapped into histories of struggle within the Latino community, including relatives
who were involved in building early community institutions—community centers, newspapers, and
churches—to welcome fellow migrants and support them in understanding and demanding their rights.
Early in their organizing, students involved in IDI outlined their two main goals, namely:
1. Build human relationships with community leaders and the families of undocumented students
in order to move away from the “statistical” perspective of immigration and to move into the
perspective of human dignity and solidarity.
2. Establish trust, empowerment, and strength between all allies, community leaders, and
undocumented students in our community in order to continue pushing for a change in the
policies against undocumented students in Indiana. 407
In speaking with one of their founders and core leaders, she emphasized, “A lot of people don’t do
something about what’s affecting the community because they don’t have the direct relationship with
the people who are going through it.” Ultimately, the issue needs to become “personal” in some way.408
Willie Baptist held several events in April 2012, including a dialogue with leaders of People’s
History of Elkhart, a discussion at St. Peter Claver Catholic Worker in South Bend, book talks for his
Pedagogy of the Poor: Building the Movement to End Poverty at Notre Dame and Anabaptist Mennonite
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Biblical Seminary, and a large public event at the Historic Roosevelt Center, entitled: “From Civil Rights
to Economic Justice.” Similar to the event with Dr. Harding, the event was structured with “conversation
partners” from the community, including Indiana’s Dream Initiative, People’s History, ELFA, and
Cornbread and Jazz, which had been created by a working class, black woman during the crisis to
provide an evening of jazz and poetry, with home-cooked but upscale food, particularly to connect
“those people who are in job transition.” Willie pointed to the contradiction of poverty in the face of
abundance, the growing polarity of wealth and impoverishment, and the failure to uphold the promises
of the country’s founding documents. He emphasized that 45 percent of students were poor after
college graduation and even when we are able to secure jobs, many of us are in “SLJs” or “shitty little
jobs” that do not allow us to pay our bills. In our current economy, particularly in the face of rapid
technological innovation driven by the pursuit of profit, the poor foreshadow the destiny of the
increasingly precarious middle class. He also spoke about the key task of uniting leaders to unite the
masses, outlining King’s vision for the Poor People’s Campaign. When asked “why the leadership of the
poor?” Willie pointed to the Abolition movement, suggesting that slaves and former slaves needed to be
and were the leadership base for the movement, whose existence embodied the injustice of the system
and who had little to nothing to lose in confronting it, but he also stressed that the movement drew
individual leaders from all sectors, which were vital for winning growing cross sections of the
population. In response to comments about hunger and lack of access to food, as well as lack of access
to education for and the precarious situation of migrants, Willie spoke about the value of reclaiming
moral and even religious language, as well as the language of rights, moving from the language of civil
rights to human rights as King had encouraged.409
After Willie Baptist’s visit, People’s History held a discussion to reflect on the implications of his
talk; a couple dozen leaders—black, white and Latino—participated. One leader said, “I feel angry. I see
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the size and nature of injustices more clearly. I am angry about capitalism, and my own involvement in a
system that creates poverty,” questioning his own recent decision to try to start a small landscaping
business. Another leader resonated with Willie’s suggestion that “a leader is a person who wakes up
first,” suggesting, “I have awareness and perhaps that matters.” Another appreciated the
encouragement to look at history, leaders like Harriet Tubman and her tireless pursuit of justice, while
also reflecting on the need for alternatives to the existing economic system. A couple people were
grateful for Willie’s clarity in tying poverty to the wider economic system and framing it as an issue of
injustice as opposed to blaming the poor, as well as his elevation of the poor as leaders in the struggle to
transform society. Significantly, Willie’s own positionality as a formerly homeless, black man who
emphasized his connection to “the poor,” opened space for a few leaders to tell their own stories. One
spoke of experiencing child abuse and then having her dad taken to prison. Her family went from living
on $90k to struggling to get by on $12k and food stamps, but her mom refused to call herself “poor” due
to the shame associated with poverty. One of the City Council members participated. He reflected on
being asked during the event, “where are the poor people?” Knowing his community, he could affirm
that many poor residents were present despite potential appearances, and he reflected on his own
experience growing up in poverty. In discussion, this reinforced the importance of story-sharing
practices and building relationships across difference as a means to break isolation. A few raised the
need to more intentionally use tax sale organizing and other existing projects—community gardens, the
community bike shop, collective work days—as moments for political education and “bases for
organizing.” 410 In processing the event further with a couple leaders, they were struck by the stories of
poverty within the leadership of People’s History; despite their regular moments of story-sharing, this
event had allowed new or fuller stories to surface from beneath the shame often associated with
poverty. One leader had been unemployed twice, once for almost a year, during this recession, forcing
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his family to live with his mother-in-law and turn her yard into a garden to make limited resources
stretch. He reflected that he had only made wages that put him above the poverty line for two years of
his life, for a short period when he worked a union job. Another leader and her family lost their home to
foreclosure when their family restaurant failed; they were currently trying to renovate a new house
secured via the tax sale. An older couple, who frequently supported People’s History events and
activities, was living in their daughter’s basement, trying to piece together odd jobs to cover medical
bills. Another leader was struggling to pay a mortgage and car payment after her husband was deported
to Mexico. After bills, she had $30 per month to feed herself and her son and buy any other necessities;
eating with friends helped her to survive. Another leader had faced long bouts of unemployment,
working odd jobs through Elkhart County Works Together and helping to start community gardens, in
part driven by the need to provide his family with food. One leader was grateful that her husband had
recently been promoted to third shift supervisor at an RV supplier, providing much needed income, but
he dealt with crippling pain due to arthritis throughout his joints and had no access to health care or
resources for medicine. She was searching for alternative remedies to alleviate his pain, while
completing a work share at Rise Up, working part-time and juggling childcare for their children. A few of
these leaders would reflect on the importance of Willie’s analysis in helping them to connect their own
stories of larger systemic issues and to connect their stories to one another, hopeful that this could
inform their collective actions in the next period.411
Just before Willie’s visit, having studied parts of his Pedagogy of the Poor, members of the
People’s History of Elkhart steering committee reflected on their current work and their hopes for the
conversations with Willie and into the coming months. One Latina leader was already convinced of the
importance of political education, which resonated with another who spoke about the need for ongoing
leadership development. Several, building on their earlier conversations with Dr. Harding, reinforced
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the need to keep building relationships across difference, to unite diverse struggles; one focused on the
need to confront impoverishment more directly, with the poor central to discussions and solutions.412
Willie’s visit and community discussions afterwards only reinforced these themes for the steering
committee. In June, they initiated and several-week and more in-depth study of Pedagogy of the Poor,
integrating stories and histories from Elkhart, explicitly as a means of deepening shared analysis of “root
causes” and identifying “points of connections” between diverse struggles.413 Growing connections with
the African-American Ministerial Alliance and Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical Seminary, as well as
deepening ties with other grassroots struggles, were reinforcing the commitment and engagement of
leaders of People’s History, with eight committing to specific leadership roles over the coming several
months and double that number joining regular story, study and strategy sessions in early August.414

Intentional community
Nicole traveled from her Mennonite community in Canada, to study at Goshen College. She
explained, “Part of my exploring faith and connecting or not connecting to the Anabaptist community
came out in exploring a lot of intentional communities. To me, that was what was maybe most authentic
that I could pull out of my own heritage and find some contemporary meaning and application for.” This
led her to Fellowship of Hope, which had been created by Mennonite students coming to Goshen
College and the Seminary in 1970, who were connecting to other intentional Christian communities.
There were some 200 members at its height, sharing a common purse, collectively owning homes and a
construction and woodworking business. The community would dissolve in the mid-1980s over
“leadership and money,” often between people from the neighborhood and those who came from
wealthier families who could fly them home or later help them purchase communal residences and
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businesses. Tensions around some of this would continue into the 1990s, with folks leaving the
congregation that emerged in place of the commune. However, while its demise was difficult for many,
it also provided a rich opportunity for learning. During her second year at Goshen, Nicole and five
others experimented with intentional community by living at and being in conversation with the church,
putting bunk beds in Sunday school rooms, a shower in the basement utility room, parking bikes in the
sanctuary and hanging clothes from its balcony, holding a common purse over the summer and starting
a community garden, which has since become part of ELFA.415 Suella, the pastor of the church by the
same name founded to engage “intentional neighbors” in 1978, remains deeply committed to
“community” together with the wider congregation, “embracing people as humans first and sharing a
common table.” However, she acknowledged that different ideas about poverty and subtle hierarchies
are difficult to eliminate. She and many in the congregation were grateful for the opportunity to share
lessons with, learn from and support a new generation of Anabaptists exploring discipleship and
intentional community.416 For Nicole, her growing commitments to discipleship, to following Jesus, led
her to join protests at the School of the Americas and ultimately to return to Elkhart, via Mennonite
Voluntary Service, drawn to the potential of the Jubilee House. “I had the vision of a central hub for
people who were really committed to being in a neighborhood and part of a neighborhood and
organizing with neighbors in a way that was accountable and empowering and aware of power and race
and class and all these layers of oppression and discrimination that we’re all tangled up in,” she
explained. “I hadn’t ever been in a space where I could really live it and learn it and practice it and do my
own work with support from other people, so that’s what also drew me here.”417
As highlighted above, Nicole was one of the early leaders of the Elkhart Local Food Alliance, as
well as Rise Up Farm. If much inspiration came from Anabaptism and Anabaptist-inspired communities,
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several other models and thinkers influenced Nicole and other grassroots leaders of these projects.
While practically addressing real economic issues, with many—immigrants and poor white families—
bartering labor for food shares, the farmers at Rise Up and some of the ELFA leaders regularly read
Wendell Berry, concerned about the loss of connection to land and folkways as primary impacts of
capitalism, and David Holmgren, exploring permaculture founded in whole systems and regenerative
thinking.418 Vandana Shiva would serve as another source of inspiration and analysis, particularly
following her talk “Soil, Not Oil” at Goshen College on 27 March 2010. Drawing on these different
threads, Nicole worked on a mission statement with other leaders, primarily to apply for a small Elkhart
County Community Foundation grant for supplies. Noting that it was “very place-based,” she shared the
mission: “We are a collective of people from South Central Elkhart who are committed to food justice
and empowering each other by sharing skills and planting gardens and sharing food,” as well as outlining
a few core values like “a commitment to undoing oppression” (even while realizing that this language
didn’t always easily connect with community members).419 While trying to pilot alternatives, Nicole at
points felt an absence of practical models and was particularly excited to learn about the Possibility
Alliance in Missouri, as a electricity- and petroleum-free, permaculture, largely cash-free, gift economy
alternative, working in close partnership with their Amish neighbors and trying to serve as a model for
any who wanted to visit. The Possibility Alliance would serve as an inspiration for the Prairie Wolf
Collective, that Nicole co-founded with Joanna, Jason and several others, designing one of the
residences to be heated only by wood, building an outdoor bread oven, turning lawns into gardens and
reclaiming asphalt for composting and a greenhouse built of recycled materials, as well as actively
discussing the values that they wanted to live into as a collective. Leaders from the Elkhart Local Food
Alliance also continued discussions with groups in Detroit, including the Catholic Worker and a couple
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urban gardening collectives, following the US Social Forum in 2010.
For Dr. James Nelson Gingerich, the origins of Maple City Health Care Center (MCHCC) were also
tied up with the Mennonite Church. “When I was in college, I lived in the most intense and most
formative religious experience I’ve ever had, which was a year in which five individual single adults lived
in little households two blocks from the here. And our vision in a sense was to think: How does the
church function in cross-cultural context?” James explained, adding, “In function, we had a totally
common pot. We had daily prayers. …But we also had incredible involvement in the community. Two
of the members started the first bilingual educational program in the state, which started as a
congregational project.” James dropped over half of his classes one semester due to wanting to focus on
being in the community working with neighbors. “What we really developed was a vision for our
congregation to say as people think about moving, think about moving into the low-income
neighborhoods of this town and see how this transforms our congregation, so that we’re not doing
some kind of outreach to the poor, but we are living with them.” In that context, he saw the lack of
adequate health care for his neighbors, and his desire for authentic community led him to medical
school and then to return and start MCHCC. In this sense, cross-class shared experiences were always
central to MCHCC, finding commonalities amid socio-economic differences initially and then across
ethnic divisions as immigration increased. Throughout my research, MCHCC was an important model of
accessible and affordable community-based health care led by socially conscious providers, with Dr.
Gingerich and other members of the team regularly speaking to visitors and large audiences from
around the country. Provision of services based on a sliding scale (including the ability to barter work if
need be), robust efforts to build bilingual community, even their work place culture were impressive,
but I was particularly struck by James, Leila and other members of the staff discussing a commitment to
operating, engaging and building relationships out of a sense of “abundance” in line with their mission
and values as opposed to being driven by “scarcity and needs and fears.” Even amid the economic crisis,
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they refused to act as if they were part of a zero-sum game. Referencing practices of mutual care and
reciprocity, Nayla relayed the story of one of their neighbors/patients with serious health needs but who
has basically no financial resources; he periodically calls and asks for a ride to the clinic, not because he
has an appointment or need, but because he has made a pot of soup for the staff.420
By August 2009, Jason’s “The Kindom is Coming -- The Kindom is already here! (Notes on how I
know) aka: Assets for noncapitalist community economies in South Central Elkhart” had expanded from
14 to 28 pages, with the input of community members and fellow residents at Jubilee House, as “that
sort of spirit of really emphasizing abundance”—language that James and other Mennonites would also
frequently use—had “really become sort of second nature throughout these two years.” In addition to
his lifelong relationship with people like James at MCHCC, Jason attributed much this outlook or
understanding to the theology promoted at Prairie Street Mennonite Church, “…that the work of justice,
the work of building community, the work of building right relationships, that’s the work that God is
already about. God is already at work out in the world; it’s our job to try to see where God is at work
and join in there.”421 Mennonite theology speaks about two kingdoms, the kingdom of God that already
is and is yet to come, and the necessity of withdrawing from the kingdom of the world. For Jason, in
2009, this was interwoven with the writings of J.K. Gibson-Graham, who argued that “our economy is
what we (discursively and practically) make it,” and drawing on Foucault and aspects of feminism,
suggested, “Place, like the subject, is the site of becoming, the opening for politics,” aimed at
“reclaiming the economy here and now in myriad projects of alternative economic activism” (GibsonGraham 2006:xxi,xxii, xxxiii). In reflecting on “Assets for noncapitalist community economies in South
Central Elkhart,” Jason explained:
You know we don’t have to talk about the dialectic and economic exploitation to talk about the
importance of cooperatives and mutual ownership. We can talk about potluck, because
everybody knows about potlucks. You know everybody brings a little something, and it’s a lot
420
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more fun than if you go to McDonald’s, right, and so to be rooted in things that make sense to
people. Or even if it’s different ways, like garage sales—lots of people have garage sales and
that’s not the wage system, right. There are all sorts of non-wage labor ways that people make
lives and livelihoods.
This vision of community-based withdrawal from the dominant society, of modeling or elevating
alternatives resonates with the New Harmony communities of George Rapp and Robert Owens, as well
as a longer history of Midwest organizing, and ongoing Anabaptist and particularly Hutterite
communities. Jason’s analysis of the barriers to these alternatives, represented by capitalism and
interrelated systems of racism and patriarchy would evolve over the next few years, ultimately leading
him to explore Gramsci. But significantly, as of 2019, he and several grassroots leaders remained part of
ongoing experiments in communal living, relying in part on alternative economic models of selfprovisioning, inspired at different moments by the Zapatistas’ concept of an autonomous land base that
allows for community self-sufficiency, Anabaptist and anarchist ideas of mutual aid, and models like the
Possibility Alliance.
Among the books that Jason read and studied, Albert Keim’s biography of Harold S. Bender,
1897-1962, filled his backpack for a couple months. As discussed in the second chapter, Bender was
central to reinvigorating Mennonite theology in the mid-twentieth century, and with his student John
Howard Yoder, popularizing it with a wider audience. Mennonites and their fellow Anabaptists have
continued to take difficult stands for nonviolence, simplicity and mutual aid, and against oppression.
However, the Anabaptist vision has often encouraged withdrawal from the world, being the church or a
community in distinction from the world. In The Anabaptist Vision, Bender suggests that during the
Reformation period both Catholics and Calvinists believed that the social order could be redeemed,
while Lutherans and Anabaptists rejected “the possibility of Christianizing the entire social order.”
However, while Lutherans accepted compromise with the social order, via participation in war and
government, and reliance on grace in one’s personal life, Anabaptists rejected any compromise with the
evil of the world and anticipated suffering. Anabaptists “take up their cross daily” while attempting to
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practice the Sermon on the Mount and Jesus’ other teachings. Bender explains, “[The Anabaptist] must
consequently withdraw from the worldly system and create a Christian social order within the fellowship
of the church brotherhood” (Bender 1957:53). Jason and I periodically discussed the challenge of
envisioning alternatives for the whole society, which was further complicated by widespread
disaffection with government. He observed that this was magnified in the church, particularly the
Anabaptist church, given it’s the long separation of church and state based on a theology of two
kingdoms and a call to withdraw from “the worldly system.” Yet the Anabaptist call to discipleship—
following Jesus—within the “fellowship of the church brotherhood,” as opposed to a focus on individual
salvation, seemed to hold some political potential. He acknowledged that this space of religious
community, as a sphere distinct from the wider society, could allow for critiques to emerge often in
explicit opposition to the wider society. It had led many Anabaptists to intentional simplicity and
sustainable living within communities of mutual support, pacifism, and even a concern for social justice.
Having rejected the possibility of “Christianizing” the wider social order, these critiques and resulting
practices struggled to move beyond the “fellowship of the church brotherhood.” When our
conversation turned to intentional Anabaptist communities, I suggested that in some ways these
paralleled a trend on the Left to turn to small-scale, local alternatives in the face of rapid societal
transformation and disillusionment with power. He suggested that these types of communities could
support the difficult work of changing hearts and minds, yet he acknowledged the challenge of
maintaining these models in a larger capitalist society, noting lessons from the Fellowship of Hope
community. As we arrived at another meeting, he reinforced the importance of experimentation and
alternative models, in part as offering hope amid despair.422
Over time Jason and other grassroots leaders formed growing regional and national connections
with other grassroots organizers. Young Mennonite leaders from Elkhart, as well as other parts of the
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country, participated in US Social Forum in Detroit, in 2011, facilitating a parallel gathering organized by
the Young Anabaptist Radicals, including many of whom were living in intentional communities, the
current and future directors of Christian Peacemaker Teams, and Joanna, who was actively working on
Widening the Circle. The gathering, entitled “Becoming Undone: a gathering of Christians drawn to
Anabaptism and the continuing work of Undoing Oppressions,” involved a series of intensive workshops
and discussion exploring how power and privilege were shaping participants’ intentional, church and
wider communities and identifying responses drawing on Anabaptism, as well as anarchism and related
social justice traditions. From Elkhart and Goshen alone, over 20 people participated in the US Social
Forum, many connected to People’s History of Elkhart and the Elkhart Local Food Alliance, which built
new connections in Detroit, learning about Grace Lee Boggs and wider Detroit stories of struggle, and
sharing a ceremony with Starhawk. A group of Elkhart leaders would collectively read Starhawk’s The
Fifth Sacred Thing, a novel about a utopian community amid near future environmental destruction and
militarism, as well as eventually exploring Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Seed and Parable of the
Talents, science fiction about a new social relationships and religion emerging amid a near-term and
wider societal collapse brought on by deepening inequality, desperation and violence. If Anabaptism
informed the understandings of many leaders in Elkhart, a wider set of Christians often-disillusioned
with evangelical or mainline Christianity, drawn to following the historical Jesus, who resisted empire,
advocated equality, and upheld compassion. Many “ethnic Mennonites” were critical of their own
tradition. A few local leaders were part of the Mennonite Church’s Damascus Road Anti-Racism Team;
others had actively supported The Pink Mennos, an informal campaign calling on the Mennonite Church
as a whole to become open and affirming of the LGBTQ community; and some were part of Spark
Renewal, a campaign challenging the construction of a new multi-million-dollar Mennonite Church USA
headquarters in Elkhart, amid foreclosures and dispossession in the wider community.
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These critiques, as well as deepening connections with a wider circles of grassroots justice
groups and alternatives, also pushed some to explore new faith traditions or spiritual understandings.
While their partner was exploring Wiccan and neo-pagan spiritual practices, inspired by Starhawk, one
of the leaders of People’s History was moving away from their Anabaptist roots and gradually exploring
the Quaker tradition, aware of its legacy in the Abolition movement and via Bayard Rustin. At their
invitation, I joined them for a South Bend Friends’ Meeting; of the couple dozen people present, I met
professors from four different nearby universities, two of whom invited the group to an Underground
Railway tour the following week in Cassopolis, Michigan, while another recommended the Art of Hosting
as a series of innovative approaches to facilitating group conversations to support “collective sensemaking” and shared learning. In general, there was a focus on “discernment, leavening, and listening,”
with the meeting facing each other in a circle and spending much time in silence. This had appealed to
the leader from People’s History of Elkhart on multiple levels, but in part, their move was motivated by
the desire to find a community that was explicitly “open and affirming” or welcoming of lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender, and queer members, which had also led them to explore Unitarian-Universalist
and Congregational churches. While Assembly Mennonite Church, started in the early 1970s by Goshen
College community members, was explicitly open and affirming, and Fellowship of Hope was actively
moving in that direction, the wider Mennonite Church and most congregations in Elkhart County–as
highlighted by the Pink Mennos—were not. For this leader, attending a Quaker-led seminar on race,
class, gender and sexuality, where everyone had to tell their own story in relation to these different
categories revealed that they had not identified strongly with any of these identity markers, rather they
had “identified with their achievements as recognized by family, church, state and school, giving [them]
some sense of superiority” that was at least indirectly connected to being associated with many
dominant identities in society. This led to a growing critical awareness of worship practices, prayer,
sermons, and rituals at church and a realization that the church was deeply embedded in these societal
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hierarchies, despite its own assertion of Truth, which had driven mission work. This leader reflected
that the Quaker practice of sitting in silence, waiting for the Spirit’s leading, with no pastor, has
challenges, but it avoids some of the significant issues of hierarchy, while sometimes allowing one to
“experience and listen to the divine.” Notably, it was a Mennonite mentor who had counseled staying
connected to some sort of religious community as a form of accountability and support, naming the
danger of becoming a disconnected and self-driven leader.423
Joanna was a co-founder of Rise Up Farm, a co-leader of People’s History of Elkhart, a member
of the Prairie Wolf Collective, after living in community at the Jubilee House, and a co-producer of the
Iconocast podcast on Jesus Radicals. During my research, Joanna also served as Associate for
Interchurch Relations, Communications and Executive Leadership at Mennonite Church USA, before
becoming a pastor in San Francisco; this included guiding an audit of women in leadership both at the
congregational and institutional levels. Via her role in Interchurch Relations, she was traveling the
country to meet with intentional communities, often focused on peace and justice work and an interest
in the Mennonite church. She explained, “Given our peace position or emphasis on community or
discipleship in different cases, groups become interested after reading Mennonite theology, particularly
John Howard Yoder…some of these same people, after joining the church, become pretty disillusioned
because they realize it’s not as radical as they thought it was.” In this regard, she acknowledged the
importance of Yoder’s work, particularly The Politics of Jesus as a defense of “absolute pacifism”
countering the Niebuhr brothers. Stanley Hauerwas has continued to promote Yoder’s work, as has
Andy Baker as one of the co-founders of Jesus Radicals. However, Joanna was clear that his sexual
harassment of dozens of students at the Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical Seminary in the 1970s and 1980s
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remained deeply troubling to and unresolved for many in the church, after they were first publicly
acknowledged in 1992. 424
As highlighted above, Joanna’s work with intentional communities also brought her and then
others in Elkhart into relationship with Dr. Vincent Harding, a leading figure in the Civil Rights Movement
and the Mennonite Church. She was also well-connected to many Mennonite communities, some of
which were also influenced by anarchism. However, she stressed that many of the groups “have come
out of more conservative evangelical backgrounds, so it would be like Shane Claiborne and The Simple
Way, or some of the folks affiliated with the emerging church movement.”425 Although Evangelicalism
was increasingly associated with the Republican Party and particularly its neoconservative positions
from the 1970s on, new spaces began to open from the mid-1990s, with many younger evangelicals
looking to Shane Claiborne and Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove, both leading figures in the New
Monasticism Movement, emerging from “more conservative, evangelical backgrounds.” Both attended
Eastern University (Pennsylvania) with Dr. Tony Campolo, a leading evangelical speaker, spiritual advisor
to President Bill Clinton, and a founder—together with Jim Wallis—of the so-called “Red-Letter
Christian” movement, encouraging evangelicals to move beyond partisan divides and focus on the social
teachings of Jesus (or the words attributed to him in the biblical Gospels, often highlighted in red type).
In this tradition and with Campolo’s encouragement, when the Kensington Welfare Rights Union,
notably with Willie Baptist as its education director, occupied an abandon Catholic church to house
homeless families during winter months in north Philadelphia, in 1995, both Claiborne and WilsonHartgrove were among the students that rallied in solidarity. They resisted attempts by the police to
evict the families, mobilizing fellow students with the cry that “Jesus is being evicted,” taking literally
Jesus’ words in Matthew 25:40: ”whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of
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mine, you did for me.” While Claiborne would go onto form The Simple Way, an intentional community
in the same neighborhood, Wilson-Hartgrove would head to Duke Divinity School and become one of
the co-founders of Rutba House, an intentional community in Durham, North Carolina, more recently
co-authoring The Third Reconstruction: Moral Mondays, Fusion Politics, and the Rise of a New Justice
Movement with Rev. Dr. William J. Barber, co-founder of the new Poor People’s Campaign (Barber and
Wilson-Hartgrove 2016). Both would join the Iraq Peace Team, co-organized by Christian Peacemaker
Teams (founded by Mennonites), in the weeks just prior to the US invasion in 2003. In 2008, they would
co-author and share portions of their story in Becoming the Answer to Our Prayer: Prayer for Ordinary
Radicals (Claiborne and Wilson-Hartgrove 2008). This New Monasticism Movement has received
criticism, from poor and black evangelicals for mimicking the paternalism of early nineteenth century
Settlement Houses, with educated, white youth taking on ‘voluntary poverty’ and often not grappling
with their white privilege.426 When I spoke with Joanna in October 2009, she was looking forward to
spending more time with The Simple Way community in Philadelphia, but she raised concerns about
Claiborne, who had given three talks in Goshen in March 2009, saying: “I see him also attracting a lot of
young people who are reacting to their more conservative upbringing but aren’t being challenged to
develop a broader analysis about oppression, especially related to race and gender.” While
acknowledging their sincere desire to live their faith, Shenk stressed, “I think that as a church, those
aren’t the prophetic voices that we need. The groups we really need to be hearing from are those that
have been historically marginalized, historically oppressed.” One of the members of her Interchurch
Relations Consultation Group had challenged fellow members, who “were all too eager to become good
friends of Shane Claiborne but weren’t seeking relationships with historic black churches or with other
minority groups that have been dealing with oppression way before it became glamorous to live in the
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inner-city.” In Joanna’s estimation, many young white people, in particular, remained largely unaware
of their privilege, noting, “Even if they have tons of tattoos and are dumpster-diving, they still have
privileges coming from middle-class backgrounds and getting education at the university level, things
like that.”427
In reflecting on the Mennonite Church, Joanna believed that despite longstanding commitments
to peace, simplicity and discipleship, most Mennonites voted for President George W. Bush in both 2000
and 2004. She attributed this in part to a “culture of fear and scarcity,” in part tied to the so-called war
on terror. However, when asked about the impact of the economic crisis on various congregations, she
suggested, “There is more of an awareness that we need to be supporting each other and we need to
think back on our history of mutual aid and what that looked like.” In her own congregation at
Fellowship of Hope, as well as Prairie Street Mennonite and other churches, she witnessed “an openness
to a deeper analysis of race and gender and even class, in some ways,” as well as a willingness to be
“outspoken about welcoming LGBTQ folks,” despite a reticence about initiating activism. When asked
about her vision or hopes for the Mennonite Church, she explained: “When I think about the church, the
denomination in five years, I would hope that we would be continuing to take the issues of racism and
sexism seriously and be making tangible steps in healthy directions towards addressing these systemic
inequalities between people and groups.” Joanna highlighted that the Mennonite Church was
ultimately “a believers’ church that’s congregationally set up…Leadership in the end is pretty
decentralized.” When asked about her hopes for Elkhart, Joanna noted, “I would really like to see
efforts at understanding Elkhart history and local history continue, particularly by people who are new
to the area or people who are white, who have come from backgrounds of privilege.” Reflecting on the
growing number of predominantly white, intentional communities—including Prairie Wolf, the
community that she helped to found—she emphasized her hope that they “would continue to be
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walking with and working with the people who have been in Elkhart long-term, particularly people of
color, to learn from them about what’s best for our community. I would see an increasing amount of
solidarity and a deepening analysis of race and class and gender as we work to address some of these
systemic issues.” Despite the challenges, building intentional, inclusive communities remained vital to
advancing social justice in line with her faith.428
In our interview, Joanna highlighted the important work of Elaine Enns and Ched Myers and
their Bartimaeus Cooperative Ministries in California. I met them briefly at the US Social Forum and
participated in a couple online teachings with them while I was in Elkhart. “They’ve been doing some
great work for the past number of years related to race, class, and gender, taking that seriously,”
suggested Joanna, an assessment shared by other radical Mennonites in Elkhart. On a few occasions in
Elkhart, one of the grassroots Anabaptist leaders share an articles written by Ched on “Sabbath
Economics,” denouncing inequality and looking to the biblical books of Isaiah and the Gospels to
advocate for radical redistribution, or invite me to a webinar with Elaine and Ched on environmental
stewardship.429 In reading Elaine and Ched’s introduction to Widening the Circle, which looks at the
different waves of Anabaptist intentional communities, as well as those beyond Anabaptism and the
historical context in which they have arisen, there is a biographical note that stands out: “Elaine traces
her deep interest in restorative justice to her grandparents, all four of whom were refugees from Russia
and Ukraine in the 1920s in the wake of the horrific dispossession and murder of Mennonites during and
after the Russian Revolution” (Ens and Meyers 2011: 14). As briefly referenced in the second chapter,
thousands of Russian Mennonite refugees were welcomed and aided by congregations in Elkhart, before
spreading across North America. If pacifism and rejection of state power are central to Mennonite
theology, their history has also perhaps inclined many to be skeptical of actually existing communism,
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more easily drawn to ideas of anarchism highlighted in the next section. Over the course of my
research, Joanna would invite me to visit a couple communities outside of Elkhart, including the
anarchist-influenced St. Peter Claver Catholic Worker in South Bend, and she would introduce me to the
founders of Jesus Radicals, who came into the Mennonite church after reading John Howard Yoder,
whom she would ultimately join as an author and podcast host.430

Anarchism
Having recently attended the annual Jesus Radicals conference in Memphis, Tennessee, in
August 2009, Joanna offered the following description: “It’s Christians and anarchists…a really
interesting collection of people, most of whom are Christians, most of whom are anarchists, but not
necessarily both or even either.”431 Certainly for the founders of Jesus Radicals, as well as for many
participants, their understanding of anarchism was informed by their Anabaptist faith, even as
anarchism helped to given their faith commitments clearer political direction. Shortly before beginning
my research in Elkhart, this was evidenced in an intense and often public struggle over the playing of the
National Anthem at Goshen College, in Elkhart County.
In rejecting allegiance to the government or to any institution beyond the kingdom of God,
many Anabaptists refuse to say the Pledge of Allegiance or sing the National Anthem, serve in the
military or police, or make oaths. At several roller derby matches, I’d sit with Anabaptist friends who
would conspicuously stay seated during the National Anthem. Embracing this tradition, a number of
Mennonites in Elkhart and beyond, as well as many sympathetic to the commitments of Anabaptism,
were troubled when the President of Goshen College first created and then followed the guidance of a
National Anthem Task Force, ending a 114-year-old tradition of not playing of the National Anthem on
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the campus of the local Mennonite college, after it became the target of negative, rightwing media
attention in November 2008.432 Deeply troubled, the Mennonite co-founders of Jesus Radicals would
create a Facebook Group “Against Goshen College Playing the National Anthem,” eventually mobilize
over 1,500 signatures and lead a protest march to deliver them to the President. The group’s petition
suggested that playing the Anthem would “rebuff a 500 year old Anabaptist heritage of nonconformity”
while encouraging allegiance to the State and glorifying “war and violence for one nation’s benefit.”433
Although the National Anthem was played in March, Goshen College announced that it would be an
instrumental version (to avoid lyrics glorifying war), accompanied by a statement of the college’s core
values and the Peace Prayer of St. Francis of Assisi.434 In June 2011, as protests continued. the College’s
Board of Directors reinstated the practice of not playing the National Anthem.435 For many Mennonites,
this reinforced a 500-year-old tradition of pacifism, non-conformity and rejection of earthly or
government authority. Nekeisha, one of the co-founders of Jesus Radicals, elaborated further: “As
Anabaptists, within this cultural context, too, it’s not a neutral thing to start playing the anthem in a
location where immigration is a hot-button issue; whether the president is an American or not, there’s
all this racist stuff that’s going on.” Notably, the majority of signatures ultimately came from Catholics
and Episcopalians, many of whom had read Anabaptist theologian John Howard Yoder’s The Politics of
Jesus, gaining a new understanding of Jesus and often providing an entry point into considering
anarchism. Nekeisha suggested that many of these signatories basically said, “Look. We have very few
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examples of countercultural understandings of Christianity, and for one of the educational institutions of
the few places to do this sends a signal to the rest of us.”436
These Anabaptist traditions of or deeply held moral commitments to nonconformity with the
world, non-cooperation with the government, and wider resistance to hierarchy—resonant with
anarchism—were regularly evident in my conversations with grassroots leaders. One of the younger
grassroots leaders, who had become a friend, asked about a recent interview with a Tea Party Leader; I
shared that the leader had made a clear decision to become actively involved in the Republican Party,
promoting “true conservatives” from within and working to get them elected in our two-party system,
sacrificing ideological purity in order to gain power. My friend suggested that this reminded them of
the US labor movement, and then it provoked a series of questions: “Do we want power? If so, what
type of power? What sacrifices are we willing to make to get power?” He shared his own wariness of
cooptation, noting that he had been approached by at least a couple better-known community
organizations and a prominent City Council member to consider working with them in different
capacities. In the course of our conversation, he shared the story of accepting an invitation to serve as
one of a few North American representatives to a new international Mennonite youth initiative, and
then as one of these representatives being invited to a conference with a number of important
Mennonites. He was eager to use the opportunity, aligned politically with his friend, who had facilitated
his invitation and also served as one of the representatives; she had been central to raising issues of
inclusion and diversity within the church as a black woman, engaged in peacemaking actions in a few
countries and committed to organizing in Elkhart while living in an intentional community. During their
preparation meeting, some representatives suggested that their attention should be strategically
directed to those who held key positions of power and influence in the Mennonite hierarchy, in order to
raise their profile and funds. However, based on her experience of organizing in Elkhart, the young
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woman suggested that they should focus instead on people concerned with issues of inclusion (and
perhaps impacted by historic exclusion). If they won a widespread base, they would ultimately secure
the attention of prominent figures.437
Initially started to celebrate a group of students from Wheaton College—inspired in part by the
work of John Howard Yoder—who were protesting and getting arrested at the School of the Americas,
the Jesus Radicals’ website eventually evolved to include a library of writings, highlighting the works of
Jacques Ellul, a French academic who explored the intersections of Anarchy and Christianity (1988) and
advocated, among other principles, an absolute rejection of violence and conscientious objection to
military service, taxes, compulsory schooling, as well voting, that reinforced the imperialist, capitalist
state. Jesus Radicals then expanded again to include an online forum for discussion. However, Nekeisha
stressed with a bit of laughter, “We weren’t trying to build some global network of Christians and
anarchists at all.” In 2003, roughly two years later and with interest rapidly expanding, they decided to
bring together people at the Quaker meeting house where their Mennonite church met in New York
City, with Andy, another co-founder, preparing all of the food in anticipation of an intimate gathering.
Fifty people showed up, one from Ohio, a former Black Panther turned anarchist, and many more. The
tenth conference was taking place in 2012, gathering over 100 participants in Charlotte, with some past
conferences as large as 250 people. Along the way, Jesus Radicals overwhelmed its original server when
its podcast Iconocast secured interviews with Cornel West and Stanley Hauerwas in October 2010,
leading to numerous downloads, growing forum discussions, and a growing collection of interviews with
well-known public intellections and advocates, as well as lesser known Christian anarchists.438 In
addition to becoming a reference point for people in the US, it has helped to inspire and support similar
projects in the UK, New Zealand and India, as well as individuals from other countries. In 2010, Jesus
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Radicals absorbed the Jesus Manifesto website begun by Mark, the co-founder of a Mennonite
intentional community in Minneapolis; Mark joined Jesus Radicals as a coeditor of the site and cohost
and coproducer with Joanna of the Iconocast podcast, committed to “exploring the way of Jesus in the
Empire.”
Nekeisha eventually agreed to a formal interview with me. In explaining her initial hesitancy,
she suggested that people often assume that she and other members of the collective behind Jesus
Radicals are organizing or leading a movement, but her part-time efforts had been focused on the
website and on the annual conference.439 She suggested, “I see us less as an organizing or a
campaigning body so much as a supporting body and a networking body and a knowledge base or a
knowledge exchange. What we do well is provide space for that kind of thing to happen, for people to
feel supported, for people to meet other people who may in turn be able to assist…in an organic
way.”440 In this regard, Nekeisha was also clear that the campaign against the playing of the National
Anthem at Goshen College was fairly unique for Jesus Radicals in the sense of being a direct
intervention.
Nekeisha was originally from Trinidad and Tobago, raised largely in New York City and by then a
several-year resident of Elkhart. She grew up in a Roman Catholic family and was introduced to
Anabaptism by her fellow co-founder, Andy, whom she met on a forum for the Christian nu metal band
POD, with their respective posts often politically aligned if substantially out of step with the majority.
She ultimately came to the Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical Seminary to complete a master’s degree in
theology and ethics, and in 2012, she was doing graphic design at the seminary, in addition to her focus
on Jesus Radicals and a couple local projects. Her politics, even at an Anabaptist seminary, periodically
made her a controversial figure; she hesitated to participate in Spark Renewal-- challenging the use of
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millions of dollars for a new Mennonite Church USA headquarters in Elkhart—for fear that people would
write it off as an “anarchist impulse” or “trying to be cantankerous just to be cantankerous,” and indeed
a couple of her friends and coworkers were approached by others questioning her motives and even the
nature of the overall campaign due to her presence.441 Given her own frustrations with organized
religion and those of many associated with Jesus Radicals, I was curious why religion mattered or what it
added to the political conversation. Drawing on her own experience, Nekeisha explained, “I do think
Jesus is unique, and I take it seriously that part of his task was to call together a community of people
who would resist some of these structures. I can’t abandon that.” More than simply intellectual
exercise, her political commitments and practice had to connect to “a kind of heart space.”
Anarchism, at its best, it provides an intersectional analysis, which takes seriously the “liberation
of all creatures,” Nekeisha explained. A committed vegan, she had discussed the link between eating
animals, slavery, and sexual domination in our first substantial conversation, referencing Carol J. Adams’
The Sexual Politics of Meat; she had some local notoriety for her attempt to buy a pig out of slaughter in
the early history of Rise Up Farm. Having been confronted with racism as an immigrant to New York City
and then witnessed the persistence of patriarchy and sexual abuse even in Christian intentional
communities, she was also a powerful advocate for integrating clear feminist and anti-racist
commitments. While working to integrate a growing diversity of speakers and facilitators into the Jesus
Radicals conference, she suggested the ongoing need for a gathering of anarchists of color, who feel
that their issues are not adequately addressed within anarchist spaces.442 Nekeisha noted that the first
Jesus Radicals conference “was a one-day thing, all white males speaking.” In discussing Occupy, her
central concern was similar, whether anti-racist, anti-sexist commitments and awareness were
complementing widespread discontent about “losing money.” (Notably, Anabaptist commitments to
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simplicity and mutual aid, with some communities sharing a common purse, tend to make economic
concerns less substantial; however, it is noteworthy that Amish bishops allowed community members to
collect unemployment for the first time amid deepening dependence on work outside of the
community, foremost in the RV industry.) As an anarchist, she was critical of socialism for wanting to
take over the state and maintain hierarchies. In response to my questioning about the power of the
capitalist system and the government, Nekeisha acknowledged the state was immensely powerful, but
she suggested that pulling out of the system and creating alternatives was the best solution. She was
also clear that these alternatives needed to be developed in small communities, which come together to
determine their own structures and principles, emphasizing that she was not a libertarian or
individualist anarchist. If a critical mass of community-level alternatives emerge, the state may simply
become irrelevant, which she suggested is worse than being challenged. The issues of scale—in terms of
democratic practices, as well as practical alternatives for meeting material needs—surfaced at different
points in our conversations. 443
A few months after the height of Occupy, Nekeisha attended the Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical
Seminary breakfast with Willie Baptist, as well as his talk at the school. During the question and answer
period, she thanked him for foregrounding race and its history and complexity. When we spoke after his
talk, she said that it could be interesting to have someone—ideally a woman of color—from Willie’s
organization share their analysis at the upcoming Jesus Radicals conference in Charlotte, North Carolina
(August 2012), especially if they could integrate a race and gender analysis.444 Willie and a white male
leader did ultimately participate and generally received positive feedback, but Nekeisha was unable to
attend their workshop. In discussing the fuller conference, she was particularly happy that they had
moved from simply planning with the host community to “a more context-based way of being” with a
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large portion of participants and speakers from the immediate region, prioritizing issues relevant to the
local community. She also flagged a deepening interest within Jesus Radicals and the wider anarchist
community in “anti-civilization critique” or “anarcho-primitivism” (a term she disliked) that points to
issues of technology and scale, as well as hierarchy, highlighting to the work of Ched Meyers, John
Zerzan and particularly Layla Abdel Rahim. Moving beyond more narrow attention to issues of the state
and police, she explained, “Anti-civilization folks would be like, you can see the shift in human
relationships, according to a lot of speculative historical anthropological stuff. There’s a decisive shift
with the rise of civilization in the sense of agriculture, mass agriculture, who’s going to work the fields,
systems of counting, symbolic thought, all that kind of stuff.” While appreciating the exploration,
Nekeisha suggested that we are “hybrid humans” who are deeply embedded in modern society; she was
cautious about “back-to-the-land,” “primitive skills” movements led by “able-bodied white dudes” who
want hunt and are sometimes obsessed with random appropriations of indigenous practices. Yet she
was encouraged that the most well-attended workshop was on sexual consent, a new topic for the
conference, despite her recognition that “peace and justice communities and radical communities often
have higher rates of coercive sexual relationships than other places.”445
In considering the obstacles to the emergence of anarchist alternatives in Elkhart, Nekeisha
highlighted issues of race and class. “There’s a lot of suspicion, a lot of outright hate. I’m stunned at
how effective people are at mobilizing poor white people to be against their best interests…folks don’t
really understand who the enemy is, if you will,” she explained, suggesting, “It’s hard to build an
anarchist society if you’re not conscious of the fact that all these systems are meant to keep you in the
place you’re in. They’re meant to destroy bonds of solidarity and mutual struggling.” In reflecting on her
vision for longer-term change, she suggested:
One of the big things is people being able to participate in the shaping of their lives in
community with one another. A lot of what’s happening in Elkhart is very anarchistic in that
445
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way, even though it doesn’t call itself that. Helping people to negotiate systems so they’re able
to make decisions for themselves. Helping people create alternatives systems …[We] were
gardening at the Seminary. We met a family from across the street. One year, it’s relational,
maybe they stop by the garden. The next year the teenager gets involved in helping us plant
things and getting a plot of her own. Now we’re not gardening, and they have a garden in their
backyard….it’s small in one sense, but for a family that’s facing foreclosure and a lot of financial
constraints, unemployment for a long time, to be able to get your own food from right out back,
out of an organic relational process—we didn’t start a program, we didn’t do anything. She
showed me her garden, and I just wanted to cry. It’s small, but what anarchism also is about is
that this huge thing that’s a nation, you can’t do that kind of participatory stuff in something
that big…From the kind of Catholic Worker perspective, it creates the space where it’s possible
to do good, where you don’t get ahead by screwing other people over.
Her teenage neighbor taking up gardening was also an important example of “people being able to
recognize their own power” and become liberated from dependency on other people and hierarchies of
knowledge and power. Indirectly, Jesus Radicals had also fostered greater political action in Elkhart. A
community bike tour that they organized as part of their annual conference in Columbus, Ohio, to
provide a sense of historical context and understanding of contemporary struggles, became a key
inspiration for People’s History of Elkhart and particularly its annual bike tour. In turn, visitors from the
wider region have learned from and contributed to ongoing projects in Elkhart. 446
In providing an important space in-person and online for debates, Jesus Radicals also surfaced
questions regarding the nature of anarchism itself and its connection to or distinction from
libertarianism, notably being advocated at the national level by the Tea Party. Anarchism arguably
pushes liberalism to its ultimate conclusions—embracing radical democracy, notions of equality and
individual autonomy—but also simultaneously demonstrates the hypocrisy and failures of actually
existing liberalism from its origins until today. While “anarchism” embodies seemingly consistent
commitments to concepts of freedom and anti-authoritarianism, it also covers a range of different
interpretations—not unlike the many schools and understandings that fall under the heading
“Marxism.” Shortly after meeting its Elkhart-based co-founders, I was exploring their website. An
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Iconocast interview with Richard Horsley, Distinguished Professor of the Study of Religion at the
University of Massachusetts focused on New Testament studies of empire and “Covenant Economics,”
led to a string of comments from listeners (8 July 2010). The first comment was from “jurisnaturalist,”
who “recently was teaching a course on Public Policy Problems and Economics”:
I really am enjoying these podcasts…As far as Horsley's work goes, at least what I can gather
from this conversation, why does he not discuss what economists have to say?...There are a
great many anarchist economists (read: Ludwig von Mises, Murray Rothbard, F.A. Hayek, etc.)
who are frequently employed by the far right to support free markets, but who share with Jesus
Manifesto[/Jesus Radicals] a pacifist outlook. He talks about areas where there remains a great
deal of scholarly work to be done. Bringing Hayek to [Stanley] Hauerwas is among these.
Significantly, on his own blog, jurisnaturalist describes himself as “an minarchist – Capitalist, believing
that the only necessary government is a judiciary which operates under Common Law processes.”

One of the two co-founders of Jesus Radicals offered a response, highlighting important differences
between anarchists and libertarians:
Well, neither Rothbard, nor Hayek are anarchists. They advocate liberal capitalism, which is
directly contradictory to anarchism. Anarchism grew out of the First International, a communist
organization. Marx, is the economist of choice for anarchists, though we have strong
disagreements over whether the state can be a transitional institution to bring about a
communist society. Again, no capitalist economist can claim any connection to classical
anarchism. If they call themselves anarchists, which few would, they do not know the history of
anarchism and its connection to communist thought.447
The distinction is helpful and significant. Few on the left would explicitly embrace capitalism as many
Tea Party leaders did. Yet anarchism in the US has strong homegrown individualist roots, repeatedly
fertilized by liberal ideology. And many people who identify as anarchist are interested in local
economies, self-provisioning and individual freedom, reminiscent of nineteenth century capitalism.
Both groupings also share strong anti-government sentiments, including a deep skepticism about the
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potential of government to play any constructive role in resolving significant social problems. Seeming
to echo neoliberal rhetoric over the past three decades, members of both groupings regularly reference
the inefficiency, corruption and abuses of government. Both would like to limit the scope of
government, although often in different areas, and both would tend to give greater power to local
government, where government is necessary, as more responsive to local needs and desires. However,
the regular infusion of anarchist thinking from European and later Latin American immigrants arguably
maintained a concern for equality amid a commitment to liberty among many anarchists in the US.
Initially in dialogue with libertarian thinkers, Murray Bookchin would eventually write Social
Anarchism Or Lifestyle Anarchism: An Unbridgeable Chasm, a powerful and controversial critique of
lifestyle anarchism committed foremost to individual autonomy and often-Malthusian deep ecology,
both of which undermined a collective movement dedicate to social freedom. Individualist or “lifestyle”
anarchism, associated with Max Stirner, Benjamin Tucker, and Emma Goldman, as well as Proudhon, is
contrasted with social anarchism, as developed by Kropotkin, Bakunin and Bookchin himself (Bookchin
1995). However, Daniel Guérin, in his well-read overview to Anarchism introduced by Noam Chomsky,
suggests that the differences between individualist and social anarchism are relatively superficial,
notably grouping Proudhon and Bakunin together as the founders of social anarchism and explaining, “In
spite of the variety and richness of anarchist thinking, in spite of contradictions and doctrinal disputes
which were often centered on false problems, anarchism presents a fairly homogenous body of ideas”
(Guérin 1970:4). More recently, Brian Doherty’s Radicals for Capitalism: A Freewheeling History of the
Modern American Libertarian Movement explored the history of the libertarian movement. Doherty
claims many predecessors that might also be claimed by anarchist Left, from the early US individualist
anarchists Josiah Warren—New Harmony resident and then critic—and Benjamin Tucker, to radicals like
Henry David Thoreau and abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison. Evoking Warren and Thoreau, Karl Hess is
a useful contemporary figure for understanding intersections between the libertarian and anarchist,
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grounded in their common liberal roots. Hess remains the most famous tax resister of the 1960s-1990s,
who eventually identified as a “libertarian anarchist,” embracing the “anarcho-capitalism” of Murray
Rothbard. Rothbard was student of Ludwig von Mises, founder of the Cato Institute and later the
Ludwig von Mises Institute, a force in the Libertarian Party, and a temporary ally of some New Left
anarchists; he consistently called for self-ownership as the universal ethic, fighting against imperialism
and military intervention, challenging the state’s monopoly of force, and rejecting his one-time associate
Ayn Rand’s celebration of big business as it tended to co-opt and extend the monopoly power of the
state (Doherty 2007).448 Rothbard introduced Hess to the writings of Emma Goldmann, in which Hess
found the source of Ayn Rand’s best ideas. Hess’ early political career included roles at The National
Review and American Enterprise Institute and writing speeches for Barry Goldwater. But he then
connected with the New Left via the Institute for Policy Studies and membership in Students for a
Democratic Society and the International Workers of the World, as well as working with the Black
Panthers. He was central in the early back-to-the-land movement grounded in self-sufficiency and
‘appropriate’ or ‘community’ technology, teaching at Murray Bookchin’s Institute for Social Ecology. His
activism was then vital to building the nascent libertarian movement and the Libertarian Party,
ultimately as the editor of LP News in the late 1980s and friend of Charles Murray.449 Notably, Brian
Doherty articulates the goals of the ‘radical’ libertarian movement as: “abolition of all drug laws,
…abolition of the income tax, the abolition of all regulation of private sexual relations, an end to public
ownership and regulation of airwaves, an end to overseas military bases…, an end to the welfare state,
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and an end to any restrictions whatsoever on speech and expression” (2007:3). Many of these goals
also resonate in anarchist and progressive circles across the country, as well as with grassroots Left
leaders in Elkhart.
During the summer of 2011, I was periodically surprised by where libertarian ideas emerged and
were sometimes recognized as largely identical to anarchist ideas—at the roller derby cookout
described in the third chapter, with a regional musician and acquaintance in his early 30s who actively
supported Ron Paul, or via the Ron Paul supporters at the launch of Occupy Indy in early October. That
summer, I worked periodically at Rise Up, the communally run farm mentioned above, where members
either paid or worked for a share of the yearly produce. The several people who collectively ran the
farm met regularly to discuss how to increase food accessibility for low-income neighbors, organize skillsharing events, and reach consensus on planning decisions. A few of the core group explicitly identified
as anarchists, and others had been part of extended Anabaptist communal living experiments. While
harvesting kale and talking with one of the two farm managers, my own academic pursuits led him to
share that he had been reading a number of libertarian thinkers, from Hayek to Rothbard, while looking
regularly at the blogs of the Cato and Ludwig von Mises Institutes. He was also drawn to economic and
philosophical aspects of Robert Anton Wilson’s writings, who drew on and promoted the ideas of Josiah
Warren, Benjamin Tucker, and Tucker’s protégé Laurance Labadie, in partnership of early ‘decentralists’
and advocates of the back-to-the-land organic movement, including Ralph Borsodi, Mildred Loomis, and
the School of Living in Ohio.450 Later that fall, he would join the People’s History of Elkhart bike tour; in
chatting with him afterwards at the potluck, he expressed concerns about that the “statist solutions”
proposed by different speakers would “quell local creativity and initiative.”451 Notably, with the election
of Donald Trump, new and perhaps unexpected alliances are forming, for instance between the Koch
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brothers, often vilified as the libertarians funding national-level Tea Party groups or attempting to coopt
grassroots organizing, and some migrant rights groups, collectively pushing for a Dream Act and related
immigration reform.452
Despite the appeal of libertarianism for some and the elision of libertarianism and anarchism for
others, the founders of Jesus Radicals, as well as many grassroots leaders on the Left in Elkhart, held an
evolving anti-capitalist critique (contrary to the Koch brothers), which understood the state as
centralizing violence and serving elite interests, and was committed to advancing substantive as well as
formal equality that challenged wider societal hierarchies. In many ways, this was distinct from
libertarian perspectives, particularly as held by Tea Party members who often melded aspects of
libertarianism or, perhaps more appropriately, nineteenth century versions of liberalism and
Jeffersonian self-reliance with conservative morality and robust nationalism. Yet certain ideas often
resonated across the political spectrum, which helps to explain the confusion of some leaders and many
driven into motion by the economic crisis. It also arguably highlights, as some grassroots leaders did,
the importance of political and popular education.

Alternatives: Rethinking Social Relations
During the course of this research, a growing number of grassroots leaders held deepening anticapitalist critiques, complementing work to confront systemic and interpersonal racism and other forms
of oppression. These were complemented by a desire for meaningful connection to other people in
diverse but small communities, where values of mutual care, reciprocity and participation as well as
reconnection to nature and the land seemed attainable, often as part of spiritual practices that involved
radical commitments to social and ecological justice. At points, various leaders were aware of tensions,
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whether models of intentional, sustainable community could grapple with inequality in South Central
Elkhart or on a global scale, or whether radical pacificism and attempts to carve out non-capitalist
alternatives could survive within a capitalist economy backed by a powerful militarized police state.
Many of the core leaders came from or had adopted the Anabaptism of the Radical Reformation, one
that called for radical discipleship in following Jesus, who was on the side of the outcast and poor and
stranger, opposing the Roman Empire with a message of peace and compassion, ready to accept
suffering but surrounded by a community that held all goods in common. Others were drawn to the
idea and practice of community, building solidarity and mutual care in relationships of equality, having
experienced long histories of injustice, exploitation and oppression. Below are a few of the core
alternatives or aspects of alternatives that were being explored, consolidated, practiced and advocated
by these grassroots groups in Elkhart.

Leadership of the Poor
People’s History of Elkhart took significant steps towards transforming social relationships from
its inception. As highlighted above, it intentionally connected black, Latino and poor white
communities, working to unite with and learn from diverse local leaders who had resisted injustice as
part of grassroots struggles. People’s History of Elkhart actively supported and promoted aligned
struggles, gave awards to community leaders that gained local press, incorporated sites of struggle into
their People’s History bike tours, and ultimately involved diverse community leaders in forums,
workshops and mutual support activities. It also worked to ensure housing—as a “project of survival” in
the terms of the Black Panthers—for neighbors and for themselves via cooperation, often creating
communal living arrangements that challenged dominant norms of individual property ownership. Via
its studies of history, radical Bible studies, and communal workdays, this project of survival became a
base for organizing.
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Although a couple of the leaders with stronger anarchist leanings would raise questions,
People’s History of Elkhart largely took up Willie Baptist’s charge to identify, develop and unite leaders
as a means of uniting wider groups of people, stressing the need to do this across historic divisions. In
the coming period, they would increasingly frame their mission as “...sharing story, study, and strategy
to build relationships across historic divisions and strengthen the growing movement to end poverty,”
with a focus on leadership development, welcoming Willie and other associated leaders back on a few
occasions to help conduct political education workshops.453 They would also build wider alliances
throughout the Midwest, for instance participating in the International Gathering of Social Movements
on Water, Sanitation and Affordable Housing, convened by the Michigan Welfare Rights Organization
and other allies in Detroit, in 2015, utilizing the opportunity to also connect with the Detroit Catholic
Worker.454 Vincent Harding, in particular, reinforced the importance of continuing to listen to each
other’s stories, living intentionally and building community at the local level, while elevating the
importance of faith traditions and particularly Anabaptism in reinforcing commitment to and the
morality of struggles to end poverty, racism and militarism. People’s History of Elkhart would co-host
the Poor People’s Campaign Midwest Tour with 40 leaders from 20 organizations holding gatherings
with hundreds of people across 10 states in 2016, providing leadership to the Indiana Chapter of the
Poor People’s Campaign launched in 2018.455 As highlighted above, a substantial portion of the
leadership of People’s History of Elkhart were poor and working class; elevating and connecting their
leadership across divisions of racism and other forms of oppression was an alternative form of
organizing. Poverty amid abundance highlighted a key contradiction of the capitalist system, and even
as employment returned, there was a deepened awareness of a system that relied on exploitation of
workers, who also faced dispossession in certain moments. The starting point for considering
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alternatives was in turn looking to those modeled by impoverished communities—of mutual aid and
reciprocity—and oriented towards transforming the structural conditions that caused poverty and
maintained inequalities.
This model of consciously trying to build a diverse leadership, including many leaders directly
impacted by impoverishment, as well as looking to community practices—like reciprocity, community
gardening and potlucks—was also central to the Elkhart Local Food Alliance. Over time, they made
growing efforts to integrate political education, exploring food justice and utilizing the food system as an
entry point to discuss the wider economy and systems of oppression. In turn, other grassroots
formations and even a couple more mainstream nonprofits were pushed to rethink their understandings
of poverty and injustice, as well as leadership and the nature of change. For many of the grassroots
groups in Elkhart, processes of political education and leadership development were reinforced by
growing national connections. In addition to making connections via the Poor People’s Campaign,
Indiana’s Dream Initiative also benefited from trainings with the National Immigrant Youth Alliance, as
well as a statewide Indiana Undocumented Youth Alliance, gradually making connections to powerful
grassroots immigrant rights movements in other states.
By 2011, Elkhart County Works Together was in substantial decline for multiple reasons. In
drawing lessons, David spoke about the need to actively confront wider societal narratives that
demonize the poor and unemployed, and the need to cultivate commitment in part by fostering a wider
understanding of the ongoing conditions that led to the crisis. He noted that ECWT meetings regularly
became group therapy or coaching sessions, with many quickly stepping away when they found work or
slowly leaving when they didn’t. David noted that ECWT had spurred a community Week of
Compassion, benefitting several organizations assisting the poor, but this had largely adopted a charity
framework removed from his own vision for community transformation.456 Several months later, he
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explicitly suggested the need to “go back to Gramsci and cultural hegemony” and build “organic
intellectuals” connected to those working for transition or transformation and able to link local struggles
to a wider movement, referencing the Mennonite notion of “the kingdom [of God] that is already and
not yet.”457

Living in democratic communities of mutual care
As I ended my fieldwork, Nicole and other leaders of ELFA and Rise Up Farm remained excited
about an extended learning period at the Possibility Alliance, but they were asking serious questions
about whether or how this model would address inequality or systemic oppression, aware that most
could not purchase an 80-acre homestead.458 Yet the Possibility Alliance model, inspired by its founder
seeing the often devastating impacts of technology and environmental destruction first hand, was also
committed not just to radical simplicity, notably also resonant with Anabaptist values, but also to inner
work, gratitude, serving people’s needs with no agenda, and social and political activism, whether
helping to start a bike co-op or defending small farmers’ interests at the statehouse. Attesting to its
wider appeal, the Possibility Alliance—despite no online presence, apart from periodic coverage by
progressive media—was an alternative model attracting 1,200 visitors a year by 2011.459 The PrairieWolf Collective in the heart of South Central Elkhart, including Nicole and a growing number of
members, was in the process of modeling different property relationships, redistributing care, living into
ecologically sustainable practices self- and communal-provisioning, and exploring more open and
diverse relationships on a daily basis.
In addition to coming to value the stories of the community as sources of learning and
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inspiration, Leila would speak about unlearning the dominant narratives of the wider society. For Maple
City Health Care Clinic, this meant “learning to function out of abundance when you’ve been taught to
function out of scarcity,” recognizing that this was a “huge transition.” MCHCC celebrated that all have
something to contribute, while striving to live into shared values and building relationships of mutual
care as neighbors. James suggested that social workers often came with a deep concern about
professional standards, and without discounting their value, he encouraged them to “be aware of them,
but they are not there to limit you, they are not there to define who your relationships are going to be
with…think about what is appropriate in this context as fellow human beings relating to each other and
trying to be neighbors to each other.”460 This resonated with Jason’s preference for identifying as “a
neighbor” as opposed to a community organizer and building a community of neighbors committed to
listening to each other’s stories and being present for each other in practical ways as a basis for building
trust and collective action across longstanding divisions.461
In many ways, Elkhart County Works Together fulfilled its objectives, creating support,
temporary employment, and community connections that allowed those devastated by economic crisis
to land on their feet while reaffirming the importance of community and mutual care. Similar to Maple
City Health Care Center, with its sliding scale physical and mental health care services available in
multiple languages, ECWT met immediate needs and reinforced a sense of community in which
everyone matters. In some ways, this impulse is foundational to both Marxism and human rights. In his
1875 Critique of the Gotha Program, Marx’s provides a simple definition of his envisioned “communist
society” and its functioning, namely: “From each according to his ability, to each according to his
needs!”462 Written by representatives from countries around the world, in the wake of the Holocaust as
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well as in the face of powerful Left and anti-colonial movements, the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (1948) begins: “Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable
rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the
world…” before outlining both economic, political, social, civil and cultural rights to which every human
being is equally entitled, recognizing the need for special protections for the exploited, oppressed and
vulnerable.463

Transforming hierarchies; Confronting histories of oppression
In many ways, the composition of South Central Elkhart, which many grassroots leaders referred
to as roughly one third Latino, one third black and one third white, as well as the histories outlined in
the second chapter, pushed grassroots and religious leaders to grapple with issues of racism, citizenship
status, and their impacts on people’s economic realities. As the center of the Mennonite Church USA,
with core educational institutions, these conversations were also reinforced by unfolding tensions and
advocacy within the Anabaptist community, particularly around issues of race and sexuality. Many
leaders explicitly took this on, via gatherings like Undoing Oppression and the annual Jesus Radicals
conference, as well as grappling with their own identities. Within certain spaces—particularly
dominated by “youngish, mostly white, mostly middle class, somewhat educated” Mennonites who
“sort of have an activist-y bent” and are often central to church debates discussions within Christian
anarchism—one grassroots leader suggested:
There’s a lot of pressure to carry a certain analysis and to speak in a certain way and to be
politically correct in a certain way and to be involved in the neighborhood in a certain way,
which has been really painful and really damaging for a lot of people…marginalizing to people
who haven’t studied in spaces where they have learned a lot about race or racism or where they
haven’t had the opportunities to unpack some of that stuff or just are people who are much
“distribution of the means of consumption” but rather workers’ cooperative ownership “of the conditions of
production.”
463
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more inclined to know their neighbors well and have that be their calling and can offer a lot of
love to the world in that way. So that feels like a dynamic that will continue to be hard in
Elkhart.464
This “politically correct” approach often felt removed from the wider community, at times undermining
its stated goals. Notably, the leader had been drawn by commitments to grappling with power and
privilege and was clear that real tensions, difficult histories and problematic stereotypes existed
between white, black and brown communities; in the leader’s experience it was often easier for wellintentioned whites to partner with Latinos and often difficult work to build trust with the black
community. In the coming months, partly via the visits of Dr. Vincent Harding and Willie Baptist, both
black leaders, this began to shift, providing new frameworks for analysis that looked at the history of
race and immigration and their connection to wider histories of colonialism, dispossession and
exploitation. As opposed to being inherent or inevitable, race and racism had a history, and in many
ways, it could be tied to the history of Elkhart as a community. These conversations also pushed a more
intersectional analysis, while asking more nuanced questions about who benefited from existing systems
of oppression. Practically, these events, as well as the wider organizing and work of many associated
grassroots groups, continued to deepen connections and collaboration between diverse groups, who
could identify their common interest and had a deepening level of relationship and trust. This
sometimes supported them to have the difficult and honest discussions that Dr. Harding had
encouraged. In addition, some of these leaders—drawing on the Anabaptist tradition of nonviolence—
began to study and deepen a practice non-violent communication, trying to “call in” as opposed to “call
out” people in their communities while remaining clear about their commitments to ending oppression.

Taking up rights as people’s universal demands for dignity, well-being and participation
Occupy explicitly took up the language of human rights, particularly in relation to free and
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quality education, drawing on the demands of students who were central to most of the occupations. In
placing primary obligations on the state, human rights sit uneasily with an anarchist analysis. Yet in
critiquing the state as captured by the interests of Wall Street and transnational capital, many in Occupy
envisioned forms of direct democracy and governance oriented towards the interests of “we, the
people.” In part, this was a claim for much more robust civil and political rights, but in addressing the
foreclosure crisis and issues of education and health care, it pushed into discussions of economic and
social rights. Significantly, the starting point was not international treaties or international law, but
rights as rooted in people’s demands for dignity, well-being and participation. In the context of the US
and globally, rights discourse—including explicit reference to formally recognized human rights—can
provide legal tools, but rooted in people’s struggles, it was foremost a source of moral and political
legitimacy, which in turn resonated with the moral language of many religious traditions. For many
groups in Elkhart, the starting point for social justice remained piloting local, small-scale projects that
arguably affirmed the moral foundation of human rights—insisting on every person’s dignity including
via nonviolent communication, utilizing participatory consensus processes, embodying equality in
nonhierarchical relationships, and ensuring the provision of basic needs via mutual aid. As highlighted
above, this was increasingly situated in a wider systemic analysis and gradually led to increasingly
political actions, engaging with government actors and denouncing corporate abuses.
In speaking with Maple City Health Care Clinic, James was clear that quality health care should
be available to all and this in turn relied on relationships of mutual respect and care for one another’s
dignity and well-being, explaining, “The fundamental focus on health care as a commodity, as a series of
commodities and services that are bought and sold in the market, is still central to the whole paradigm
of our current system and of the whole reform legislation [signed by President Obama]. And it is
fundamentally antithetical to what we’re trying to do.”465
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People’s History of Elkhart would organize “Know Your Rights” trainings, partnering with
Indiana’s Dream Initiative, the NAACP and others to confront police abuses and help protect civil rights.
In organizing around tax sales, the initial impulse was to save homes of neighbors under threat or to
secure housing for neighbors who were in precarious situations. In gradually looking at the wider
system of taxation and spending, as well as wider economic conditions, People’s History began to raise
more structural questions about what would ensure housing for all residents in South Central Elkhart
and other poor communities across the Midwest and beyond. Over time, particularly via engagement in
the Poor People’s Campaign, subtitled “A National Call for Moral Revival,” Dr. King’s call to claim human
rights—as economic, political, social and civil rights—had deepening resonance. In discussing the Poor
People’s Campaign in May 1967, King had explained to an SCLC staff retreat, “I think it is necessary for
us to realize that we have moved from the era of civil rights to the era of human rights…In short, we
have moved into an era where we are called upon to raise certain basic questions about the whole
society.”466 This statement was used by Willie Baptist and leaders of the Poor People’s Campaign across
the country to help explain the rationale for the new Poor People’s Campaign. In turn, claiming certain
things—housing, food, education, health care—as human rights of all people pushed many to ask
further questions about the failures of our economic and social system. People’s History of Elkhart and
other local leaders ultimately provided state and national leadership in the Campaign. While still
remaining skeptical of government, several grassroots leaders also supported the campaign of the new
mayor and Elkhart’s first black mayor, elected in late 2019, who was a regular participant in People’s
History events and a supporter of the Elkhart Local Food Alliance, as well as a longtime resident and
trusted neighbor of South Central Elkhart. At his inauguration, Jason outlined the inequality and
economic challenges still facing Elkhart and was then invited to help brief the mayor’s staff.
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While providing a snapshot of emergent Left organizing, this and the previous chapters
ultimately raise further questions: to what extent can these grassroots groups or projects be seen as
dialectical, preserving what is best of the past—community, sustainable ecologies, self-determination—
while embracing transformation in certain areas—undoing oppression and exploring cooperative
economic models, attuned to systemic and global inequalities? And to what extent are these grassroots
forms of resistance and experimentation laying the groundwork for more transformative alternatives
and coordinated movement? Attentive to these questions and to the ongoing crisis of legitimacy (as
well as material limits) facing the economic system and the government, the concluding chapter revisits
some of the key findings of this research and connects them to the current economic and political
context.
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CHAPTER 7
Global Capital, Local Solutions and the Evolving Politics of Crisis

Members of People’s History of Elkhart and other allies traveled to Indianapolis, on 20-21
September 2014, for a weekend with Rev. William Barber II. He was bringing the Moral Mondays
movement from fights in North Carolina, back to his birthplace in Indiana. Rev. Barber highlighted the
importance of building moral movements—centering morality in the public sphere and building a fusion
politics—at the state-level, pointing to the insights of the Tea Party movement, American Legislative
Exchange Council, and the Koch Brothers who had seen the potential to reshape education policy, labor
legislation, voting, taxation and more at the state level. The Indiana Moral Mondays gathering had the
support of some 50 grassroots Hoosier groups, including organized labor and the NAACP. “Enough pain
will make people protest. And your Governor Pence and this extremist legislature have created a lot of
pain…In this state, over 850,000 are still uninsured, over 30 percent of working people are low income,
22 percent of your jobs are low wage jobs and when you aggregate that by race it gets worse,”
explained Barber, stressing, “All over the country people are starting to understand we need a
movement that’s not about left or right, liberal versus conservative, but a deeper moral movement.”467
In the weeks immediately before the 2014 election, the Elkhart Truth did a series of articles on the fifth
anniversary of the formal economic recovery that began in 2009. Elkhart had seen renewed job growth
and decreased unemployment, but there were still several thousand fewer jobs than immediately
before the crisis. Average annual wages in the manufacturing sector fell from a high of $34,040 in 2008,

467

Amos Brown III. 25 September 2014. Rev. William Barber II explains need for Moral Mondays. Indianapolis
Recorder. At: http://www.indianapolisrecorder.com/news/article_aec9c472-44d0-11e4-a01c-d376bfc70954.html.
Last visited: 13 September 2019.

305

to $29,630 at the end of 2013, while the poverty rate remained several percentage points higher than
pre-crisis levels in 2014.468
Hundreds gathered for organizing workshops at Crispus Attucks High School, where Rev.
Barber’s mother had graduated, and participated in a Saturday afternoon march to the State House.
Rev. Barber was born in Indianapolis, on 30 August 1963; his mother went into labor on the day of the
March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom. William Barber I, his father, held degrees in theology,
social work and physics and was a pastor in the predominantly white Disciples of Christ denomination.
He had been part of the Great Migration to cities across Indiana and the Midwest. He would ultimately
give up a comfortable lifestyle to return with his family to North Carolina to help integrate schools and
participate in the wider Freedom Movement. Often accompanying his father on the frontlines of the
struggle as a child, Rev. Barber suggested to another Hoosier reporter in advance of the launch of
Indiana Moral Mondays, “I grew up under the tutelage of not understanding how to be a Christian
without being concerned about justice and the larger community.” Drawing on scripture, Rev. Barber
asks what a given policy or piece of legislation will “do unto the least of these” as the embodiment of
Jesus, a radical Jesus, one that resonates with many in Elkhart. While challenging racism and embracing
the LGBTQ+ community, Rev. Barber often points to exploitation and impoverishment that cut across
racial lines and other divisions. Echoing Rev. King in his call for the Poor People’s Campaign, Barber
declares, “"We may not have come over on the same ship, but we're in the same boat now…The one
thing they don't want to see is us crossing over racial lines and class lines and gender lines and labor
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lines.”469 Rev. Barber would become the co-founder of the new Poor People’s Campaign in 2018,
together with Rev. Liz Theoharis, a co-leader of the Kairos Center for Religion, Rights and Social Justice
with Willie Baptist, who had spent time with grassroots advocates in Elkhart, in 2012.
People’s History of Elkhart and a growing group of allies around the state would provide
leadership to the Indiana Chapter of the Poor People’s Campaign in 2018, as well as co-organizing Poor
People's Campaign Midwest Tour from 15-26 May 2016, helping to lay the groundwork for the official
launch of the Campaign via truth commissions, community consultations, and strategic dialogues with
local organizations in Elkhart, Chicago, Detroit, Flint and Cleveland. Yet President Trump won Indiana in
a landslide in November 2016. In Elkhart, in advance of the 2016 Presidential Election, the RV industry
was again humming, employing more than 40,000 workers and watching the unemployment rate drop
to 3.8 percent. President Obama was given little credit for the economic recovery. The Guardian
interviewed a business owner in the recreational vehicle industry, who had lost “millions” and reduced
his workforce from 15 to four, while “22 builders of RVs, travel trailers, motorhomes went out of
business” in the first year of the crisis. Capturing a cross-section of opinion of those who would
ultimately vote Trump into power in Elkhart and beyond, the business owner, who was again managing
a growing business, cautioned, “It’s all about Donald…He’s done it very well. Create turmoil right from
coming out of the chute. Piss off everybody that you can. Publicity. It’s a business plan. What better way
to promote Trump Enterprises forever than to run for president? All that free exposure all over the
world.” He continued, “Do I like some of what he says? No. Everybody’s been offended. That’s wrong.
Get rid of the child play. What really are you going to do? I think he could do it fine. The art of the

469

Will Huntsberry. 24 July 2013. The Rev. William Barber leads a new era of progressive politics in North Carolina.
IndyWeek. At: https://indyweek.com/news/northcarolina/rev.-william-barber-leads-new-era-progressive-politicsnorth-carolina/. Last visited: 13 September 2019.

307

negotiation he’d be very good at.”470 By 2016, Bob was deeply engaged in the Goshen Republican Party,
but still identified with the Elkhart County Tea Party. When Trump came to nearby South Bend, for a
rally in May 2016, Moore was clear that most members intended to support Ted Cruz, acknowledging, “I
know there are a few people in the Tea Party movement who are embracing Trump, but I think they’re
just caught up in the ‘make America great again’ slogan on a baseball cap.”471 However, the
constitutional republic of the Tea Party, grounded in Christian morality, gave way to someone whose
moral improprieties and potential abuse of office for personal gain were evident to many of his
supporters. A couple years later in Elkhart, Trump would draw several thousand to support now Senator
Mike Braun, berating centrist Senator Joe Donnelly as “Sleepin’ Joe,” an “incredible swamp person,”
emphasizing that “America is respected again,” promising to build a border wall and attacking the “fake
news media.”472 Contrary to the libertarian economic positions of self-appointed, national Tea Party
spokespersons, he would go onto increase the federal deficit and implement protectionist policies,
which were notably threatening the RV industry, particularly in the form of tariffs on steel and
aluminum, into 2019.473 Trump’s election also unleashed a new wave of progressive political action,
from the Women’s March on 21 January 2017, to widespread interest in Indivisible – a 23-page
handbook written by Democratic staffers promoting the tactics of the Tea Party to confront Donald
Trump, to recent Climate Strike actions uniting millions of primarily young people across the world, with

470

Chris McGreal. 2 April 2016. Elkhart, Indiana finally sees 'Obama recovery' – but many say RVs saved city. The
Guardian. At: https://www.theguardian.com/business/2016/apr/02/elkhart-indiana-economy-recovery-obamarvs. Last visited: 13 September.
471
Julie Crothers Beer. 1 May 2016. Donald Trump supporters excited about local rally. The Goshen News. At:
https://www.goshennews.com/news/local_news/donald-trump-supporters-excited-about-localrally/article_266bffef-94af-5b3d-9d63-7375b1ae1621.html. Last visited: 6 January 2017.
472
Katie Rogers. 11 May 2018. ‘America Is Respected Again,’ Trump Says in Elkhart, Ind., a City Obama Once
Championed. New York Times. At: https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/11/us/politics/trump-obama-elkhartindiana.html. Last visited: 21 September 2019.
473
Sam Stein and Andrew Desiderio. 23 August 2018. Obama Helped Save This Town. Trump May Trash It. They
Don’t Care. Daily Kos. At: https://www.thedailybeast.com/obama-helped-save-this-town-trump-may-trash-it-theydont-care. Last visited: 13 September 2019.

308

hundreds of simultaneous strikes in the US. It was also the context for the long-envisioned and planned
relaunch of the Poor People’s Campaign.

Revisiting Conclusions
This research emerged at the outset of the economic crisis, as President Obama launched his
$787 billion stimulus plan in Elkhart, Indiana, in early 2009. Unemployment was skyrocketing from four
to twenty percent in Elkhart, a small city and related county in the northern part of the state. 474
Drawing politicians and journalists from across the country, Elkhart quickly became central to struggles
over the political direction of the US, with Indiana eventually providing a Tea Party favorite and its
Governor, Mike Pence, as Donald Trump’s running mate. Ultimately, four grassroots Tea Party groups
emerged in Elkhart County, some of which would participate in successful statewide efforts to replace
Republican Senator Richard Lugar with a Tea Party candidate, while securing Tea Party candidates for
both the US Congressional seats covering Elkhart County. These Tea Party groups drew hundreds and,
at a couple points, thousands to rallies, as well as dozens to intensive study of the US Constitution.
Driven by necessity, as well as religious and moral commitments, several groups also emerged on the
Left, piloting communal living projects, growing community gardens, studying the history of local
struggles and ultimately advocating for social justice, as well as supporting a short-lived Occupy Elkhart.
This research looked at both ends of the political spectrum, trying to situate them in current
economic conditions, as well as mainstream political responses, as discussed in this concluding chapter.
This relatively uncommon decision to look at both the Right and Left illuminated certain commonalities,
while nuancing and clarifying important differences. These commonalities arguably speak to largely
unquestioned aspects of common sense that any political movement needs to engage in the US.
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Grassroots organizing on both the Left and Right emerged from and heightened the current crisis of
legitimacy facing liberal capitalist modernity and the politicians, investors and corporate CEOs that keep
it in place. Both Tea Party groups and groups on the Left reflected and at points built on long
trajectories of political resistance to aspects of liberal capitalist modernity in the US, as the first great
liberal experiment and heartland of capitalism.
Earlier chapters have explored these points of convergence, as well as significant divergences,
between grassroots groups. First, the self-definition of many emerging leaders and participants began
with their religious and related moral commitments. In Elkhart, each of the Tea Party leaders identified
regularly and clearly as a Christian above all else, followed by a commitment to conservative moral
positions informed by their Christianity, even though most were also explicitly open to non-Christians in
the Tea Party itself. These same leaders then upheld the Constitution as an almost sacred text written
by fellow Christians with God’s guidance. Tea-MAC regularly highlighted their core commitments to
being “Christian, Conservative and Constitutionalist.” For many, the Tea Party was a stopgap measure;
Bob explained that “the Tea Party is a thumb in the dike…to get our government to the point where it
doesn’t destroy our freedom and including our freedom of religion.” Yet Bob stressed that we
ultimately need a religious revival to solve the problems confronting the US.475 Similarly, Monica was
convinced that only another Great Awakening or a spiritual revival would again set the US on the right
path. She stressed that Kosciusko Silent NO More was “centered around faith,” with “a prayer team”
accompanying every event, including the 1,500-person “One Nation Back to God” tent revival. Monica
explained, “To me, the whole problem with our country is we’ve lost our moral background and moral
fiber.”476 A few of these leaders had gained their first political experiences advocating on moral issues
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associated with the Christian Right, and they continued to care deeply about ending abortion, protecting
the traditional family and similar issues.
Similarly, many key leaders on the Left also framed their political action primarily through their
Christian understandings and related moral commitments. Several leaders on the Left readily shared a
progressive understanding of their Anabaptist roots in the Radical Reformation. Some participated in
meetings of the Society of Friends or Quakers, made connections with the Catholic Worker, or explored
other spiritual practices. These leaders often looked to black, Latino and progressive white
congregations as allies and integrated them into organizing efforts. While many also had critiques of
their own churches and most organized religion, one Anabaptist-affiliated leader explained, “I do think
Jesus is unique, and I take it seriously that part of his task was to call together a community of people
who would resist some of these [unjust] structures. I can’t abandon that.”477 Related Anabaptist values
of mutual aid, nonresistance or pacificism, simplicity and discipleship guided communal living
experiments, as well as political engagement. When Rev. Dr. Vincent Harding visited Elkhart, in his
widely appreciated response to immigration issues, he told a large audience, “If you really want to be
with me, Jesus says, then you have to be with outcast, because that’s where I am;” we need to “ask
them: Who would Jesus be arresting?”478
Second, in response to economic conditions, these movements asserted self-reliance and local
governance within defined communities. For both the Left and the Right, there was a deep skepticism
or active resistance to centralized government authority, which arguably dates to the American
Revolution (or even longer histories of Anabaptist noncooperation with secular authorities) and was
intensified by decades of neoliberal rhetoric. This manifest in efforts to return democracy to the local
level, whether via horizontal participatory processes central to many communal living experiments on
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the Left or by reasserting states’ rights and the role of local government on the Right. However, while
these common threads existed across the political spectrum, there were also substantial differences in
terms of how these concepts were defined and practiced. For most Tea Party members, there was a
strong commitment to volunteerism and the well-being of members of their church and often wider
community, including a recognition that circumstances could temporarily require any of us to need
assistance. Several actively promoted Habitat for Humanity, some raised funds for those affected by
disasters, and many leaders emphasized the important role of charity in building community institutions
and navigating economic downturns. Many had also been struggling small business owners, forced to
grapple with government regulation as well as government subsidies favoring larger corporations and
the financial sector. They embraced “capitalism” explicitly, yet it was frequently in defense of a
capitalism that allowed small entrepreneurs to compete and those willing to work hard to access the
American Dream for their families, grounded in notions of self-reliance and arguably a smaller-scale,
more localized capitalism reminiscent of the nineteenth century. For many Tea Party leaders,
predominantly older, white and middle-class, the American Dream had worked for at least some during
the course of their lifetime (partially due to the GI Bill and related government programs), but they had
also witnessed more recent decades of offshoring, labor-replacing technology, stagnant wages and
layoffs of costly older workers, which in turn offered few prospects for their children. There were also
periodic references to reclaiming the US as an explicitly Christian nation, which in the extreme could
lead to excluding Muslims, other migrants and deviants from conservative Christian norms.
On the Left, there was also desire for self-reliance manifest in a strong do-it-yourself (DIY) ethic,
community gardens and dumpster diving, with some eager to secure an “autonomous land base” as part
of their political project. Amid unemployment and shrinking safety nets, these projects were driven by
necessity for many. Frequently on the Left, and at points on the Right, leaders looked to Mennonite and
Amish communities in northern Indiana, which have long relied on (religious) community support and
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mutual aid as vital to the well-being of individuals. On the Left, this led to efforts to build intentional
community and models of collective provisioning that explicitly rejected the dominant societal models.
If neoliberal rhetoric has promoted “liberty” or “freedom,” this ethnography also suggests that many
held some version of the complementary liberal notion of “equality,” vital to conceptions of democratic
community. On the Left, this tended to move towards solidarity, a deep concern with undoing
oppression and attention to achieving substantive equality. On the Right, there was a commitment to
equal opportunity and an embrace of “all Americans;” some leaders also perceived a threat to equality
from elite conspiracies and others who cheated the system (meant to reward hard work and morality).
As a secondary conclusion, which contradicted many early studies of the Tea Party, this
ethnography found strong grassroots Tea Party groups, often with substantial political education
focused on the Constitution, an ability to mobilize large numbers at the local level and strong cores of
leaders, many of whom were older or retired. Undoubtedly, the Tea Party was magnified by Fox News
and other conservative media outlets, even as multiple national figures and organizations attempted to
associate with, shape or coopt the Tea Party movement. However, local Tea Party groups often rejected
or negotiated associations with national-level efforts or even statewide projects. More
ethnographically grounded accounts of the Tea Party gradually rejected early “Astroturf” accusations,
delving more fully into the origins, motivations and practices of local Tea Party groups and their
members (Skocpol and Williamson 2012; Westermeyer 2016; Hochschild 2016).479
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Similarly, this ethnographic research found an emergent Left in the Midwest, a region largely
ignored by Hillary Clinton’s presidential campaign and often dismissed as backwards and predominantly
racist by many liberal or progressive activists and commentators on both coasts. This nascent Left was
initially evident in the “prefigurative politics” of cooperative experiments, alternative community
projects and ultimately Occupy, which impacted public discourse at the national level via progressive
media coverage and the attention of many national figures. Over the course of my research, grassroots
groups began to uncover local histories of struggle, tap into an older generation of Left organizers, and
connect with grassroots leaders across the country, expanding their analysis and political action.
Notably, powerful Left analysis and organizing—originating in Indiana—was brutally repressed during
and following both World Wars. In the resulting political landscape, these groups had strong
commitments to solidarity and confronting oppression; some developed a clearer anti-capitalist critique
over time. As a corollary to the emergence of grassroots political action on both the Right and Left, this
dissertation also suggests that many residents of Elkhart did not see their interests represented by
either major political party, as Wall Street was more protected than homeowners, echoing decades of
economic policies favoring elite interests.

A Fundamental Historical Crisis?
“Crisis” has become a ubiquitous term in both academic and popular discourse for describing
2008 and subsequent years, in various locations. However, the language of “crisis” has been interwoven

national pride, and personal uplift—inspire an emotional transformation” (2016, 225). At moments, the book
seems to risk caricatures—the team player, the worshipper, the cowboy, the rebel, who are each associated with a
dominant emotional response—despite being grounded in ethnographic snapshots; it is not clear that she would
or could reduce her Californian colleagues to a set of four characters. Perhaps more significant, in her valuable
attention to these emotions, she at points seems to gloss over the most obvious answers to why these people are
resistant to calls for more regulation, namely that the petrochemical industry is the primary source of living wage
jobs in the region and secondly that residents have seen the deep corruption and ineffectiveness of government
regulation for years in their own backyards. Nonetheless, aspects of this deep story also emerge in my research.
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with the longer course of twentieth century capitalist, globalized modernity. Social scientists have
elaborated the “state of emergency” associated with progress (Benjamin 1986), “crisis” as one phase of
ongoing social dramas (Turner 1957; Turner 1969), the “apocalyptic sensibility” or “paranoid style of
American politics” (Stewart and Harding 1999; Hofstadter 1965), the “uncertainty” of “liquid modernity”
(Bauman 2000), “risk” (Douglas 1990; Beck 1992; Giddens 2000), and pending ecological disaster (Klein
2014). Others have emphasized the ideological construction and uses of “crisis” based on different
interests (Wolf 1999; Klein 2007; Friedman 2002). The starting point for this project was the economic
crisis that unfolded in 2008, swallowing Bear Stearns, IndyMac, Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, Lehman
Brothers and Merrill Lynch, AIG, Washington Mutual and Wachovia in a matter of months and leaving
skyrocketing unemployment, lost pensions, and foreclosed homes in its wake (Harvey 2010; Leopold
2009; Tett 2009). Most mainstream economists, steeped in rational-expectations and efficient-market
hypotheses, failed to foresee the looming crisis. As the immediate economic crisis abated, some
pointed to the likelihood of new and intensified economic crises, citing the growing inequality, further
corporate consolidation and inadequate regulation in the financial sector (Picketty 2014; Wolf 2014;
Admati and Hellwig 2013). However, despite predictions of the death of neoliberalism at the onset of
this crisis, as well as massive Keynesian interventions in the US, neoliberal rhetoric and austerity
measures soon (re)surfaced in much of Europe and via the International Monetary Fund (Blyth 2013).
On the Right, Obama was dubbed a “socialist,” “communist” and “anti-colonialist” amid fears of
the government restructuring people’s lives and threatening to impose state-planned socialism or to
apologize for US actions around the world and embracing UN agencies and human rights. Occupy, the
Movement for Black Lives, the #MeToo Movement and more pointed to a collapse of traditional society,
law and order. On the Left, shocked by his unwavering and substantial core of support, Trump evoked/s
fears of fascism, of a return to white nationalism, or of careless foreign policy actions threatening
nuclear war and climate destruction. While providing an ethnographic look at grassroots political
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groups in the US Midwest, in a location with long histories of struggle that have shaped the country, this
research was in large part informed by a concern about the direction of the country and ultimately the
world amid deepening inequality, declining faith in and corporate capture of governments, intensified
policing and military capabilities. In trying to understand the apparent crisis of legitimacy facing the
government and a range of societal institutions, Gramsci offered a helpful entry point.
Gramsci speaks about a “crisis of authority” or “crisis of hegemony” or “general crisis of the
State” when social classes or “the great masses” become detached from longstanding ideologies and
traditional political parties (1972, 210,275-6). However, the outcome of this type of crisis is not clear;
writing from a prison cell, Gramsci is careful to caution against economic determinism, clarifying, “It
may be ruled out that immediate economic crises of themselves produce fundamental historical events;
they simply create a terrain more favourable to the dissemination of certain modes of thought” (1972,
184). Instead a “fundamental historical crisis”—profoundly shifting economic structures, political power
and social relationships—emerges from a complex “relation of forces” that involves human agency.
Gramsci explains, “[I}t is essentially a process which has as its actors [humans] and their will and
capability,” stressing that “contradictory outcomes are possible” (1972, 185). Maintaining hegemony or
control is always an evolving process for the dominant group (capitalist and disproportionately white
and male in the US), involving a combination of “intellectual and moral leadership,” periodic economic
sacrifices for the public welfare without undermining their control over “the decisive nucleus of the
economy” (such as the New Deal during the Great Depression or arguably the American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act), and the use of force but with the caveat that “the attempt is always made to ensure
that force will appear to be based on the consent of the majority, expressed by the so-called organs of
public opinion—newspapers and associations, which, therefore, in certain situations, are multiplied”
(1972, 57,161,80). Social media, including the use of social bots to autonomously generate content, and
a proliferation of industry publications, political bloggers and online commentators have multiplied
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media exponentially, shaping public discourse in new and profound ways. Since hegemony is never
complete or static, counterhegemonic visions and political consciousness can emerge and cohere in
social struggles, as began to happen in Elkhart, despite the often-contradictory positions of precarious
and marginalized groups (Genovese 1974, Willis 1981, Sider 1996). In trying to understand an unfolding
crisis of hegemony, Gramsci encouraged study of the "relation of forces,” attentive to economic
conditions; political organization or “the degree of homogeneity, self-awareness, and organization
attained by the various social classes;” and the ability of the dominant social group to repress dissent
nationally and threats globally (1972:175-185).480
Borrowing from Gramsci’s framework, the following sections focus foremost on the first two
levels or relations of force, attentive to economic developments and evolving political organization,
attempting to situate the grassroots political groups within their wider context. Clearly, the US in the
early 21st century—rapidly appropriating robotics and artificial intelligence, facing growing impacts of
climate change, grappling with a shifting media and surveillance landscape, confronting China as a
powerful economic competitor—is not Italy before World War II. The political context has also shifted
substantially, including with the collapse of the USSR, and while class is still relevant, the common
economic interests of the working class are often obfuscated by a more diffuse point of production,
cultural understandings of poverty, anti-immigrant rhetoric and more, despite appeals to “the 99%.” Yet
Gramsci’s attention to distinguishing how power or conditions operate at different levels and shape
possibilities for change still seems valuable. On a final note, in contemplating the difficult work of
movement building, Gramsci highlights the role of “organic intellectuals” who emerge with a given social
group and help to “give it homogeneity and an awareness of its own function not only in the economic
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In looking at these forces, Gramsci gave attention to the difference between but also interaction of structural,
“organic movements (relatively permanent)” that can develop over decades versus “conjunctural phenomena”
that are “occasional, immediate, almost accidental” and often associated with “top political leaders” and the daily
political criticism (or perhaps late night comedy sketches) that they elicit (1972:177-9).
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but also in the social and political realms” amid evolving structural contradictions, preparing a
movement to take advantage of conjunctural moments (1972:328). Both Tea Party leaders and
grassroots leaders on the Left were undertaking this movement building, striving to deepen awareness
and unity in the context of the US, with implications for their own community and the world.

Economic Conditions: Local is Global is Local
The economic crisis that hit northern Indiana and much of the US, in 2008, again revealed a
system of growing dependence on global finance capital, deepening inequality and receding opportunity
for the average person in the US. Elkhart’s unemployment rate became the fastest growing in the
country, reaching 20.2 percent by March 2009, foreshadowing the fate of many locations across the
country. 481 Social scientists have suggested that periodic crises are endemic to expanding capital
circulation and accumulation (Harvey 1982, Arrighi 1994, Reinhart and Rogoff 2011), and these are
notably expected by people in Elkhart, given its dependence on the recreational vehicle (RV) industry,
built on a costly but middle-income luxury good, which is notoriously susceptible to even relatively
minor recessions. At one level, Elkhart is unique as the “RV Capital of the World,” manufacturing
approximately 85 percent of recreational vehicles sold in the US, by 2014, and retaining a larger portion
of jobs than many Industrial/Rust Belt communities due to the size and highly customizable nature of
RVs versus cars or other products.482 However, as discussed below, this will likely shift in the coming
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Bureau of Labor Statistics, US Department of Labor. Unemployment Rate for Elkhart-Goshen, IN Metropolitan
Statistical Area. At: http://data.bls.gov/timeseries/LAUMT18211404?data_tool=XGtable. Last Visited: 28
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Jeff Parrott. 12 October 2014. RV industry's recovery from Great Recession overshadows health of
manufactured housing in Elkhart County. Elkhart Truth. At:
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period.483 The RV industry is also immersed in the global economy, with Berkshire Hathaway owning its
largest manufacturer since 2005, global financial institutions providing floorplan or inventory financing
as well as facilitating purchases, and trade policies and oil prices shaping viability. As the economic crisis
unfolded, the RV industry consolidated substantially, with a few dozen manufacturers succumbing to
the crisis nationally, including eight in Elkhart over the course of four years; as the industry recovered,
the gains went foremost to Berkshire Hathaway and its largest competitor.484 The first sign of the
downturn emerged in 17 July 2008, when Monaco Coach abruptly announced that it would close three
Elkhart plants and lay off 1400 workers within sixty days, before eventually laying off more than 6,000
workers and declaring bankruptcy.485 As an embodiment of the crisis and its impacts, Ed Neufeldt was
chosen to introduce President Obama as he launched his stimulus plan. A father of seven, Neufeldt lost
his $20-an-hour job in September 2008, after building RVs at Monaco Coach for 32 years; two of his
daughters and their husbands had also lost RV jobs. Facing the end of his unemployment, Neufeldt was
clear with national media that he did not vote for Obama but was now supporting his efforts,
suggesting: “Sometimes you don't care too much for the coach, but you're praying for him to win."486 I
met Neufeldt briefly at Glenn Beck’s rally in September 2010; he was then a cherished convert to the
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October 2014. RV industry's recovery from Great Recession overshadows health of manufactured housing in
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Tea Party. Neufeldt would ultimately become a central character (with ongoing uncertainties about his
political allegiances, like many in the region) in Michael Grabell’s Money Well Spent: The Truth Behind
the Trillion-Dollar Stimulus, The Biggest Economic Recovery Plan in History (2012).
Beyond the RV industry, Elkhart reflected economic trends facing (former) industrial cities
across the Midwest. Much of its industrial base has been offshored or subject to labor-replacing
technological advances. As highlighted in earlier chapters, Elkhart was once the “Band Instrument
Capital of the World” with 60 instrument manufacturers now reduced to three. Miles Laboratory
provided up to 2,000 jobs for more than a century, producing Alka-Seltzer, One-a-Day and Flintstones
vitamins, Bactine and more. Claiming that wages were too high, after decades of union organizing, final
production lines were moved abroad and to other states in 2002.487 As 500 employees faced
unemployment, Building No. 1 was sold for one dollar to Feed the Children, a non-governmental
organization addressing childhood hunger in the US and globally.488 In addition, Elkhart hosted over a
dozen car manufacturers—now all defunct—and the country’s second largest railroad switching yard.
If Elkhart offers a microcosm of the wider economic developments reshaping much of the
country over the past few decades, the economic crisis was a culmination of related economic
contradictions with Elkhart as its “white-hot center” according to the New York Times.489 In attempting
to understand these contradictions and the evolving economic conditions facing Elkhart and the wider
country, this section provides an overview of the scope of the crisis and related government responses,
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the splintering of the neoliberal consensus and a series of deepening contradictions facing the capitalist
system, including stagnant wages despite growing productivity, climate change and labor-replacing
technological advances. This was the economic context in which the Tea Party and new Left projects
emerged, and these conditions bode further and likely more severe economic crises. Yet capitalism has
been remarkably successful at navigating perceived limits (Harvey 1982). These technological advances,
combined with already abundant wealth and productive capacity, also provide the basis for radical
transformations of the economic system, which may be pushed by social upheaval amid deepening
inequality, impoverishment and loss of living wage jobs.

Scope of crisis and government bailout: the splintering of the neoliberal consensus
By mid-2011, Bloomberg News, among other national media sources, was hailing Elkhart as a
national leader based on its year-over-year drop in joblessness. Drawing on interviews with the Elkhart
County Economic Development Corporation and the City of Elkhart Economic Development Department,
Bloomberg reported that state and local tax abatements had allowed manufacturers to add over $66
million in capital investments and at least 700 jobs in the first six months of 2011, building on
investments of $96.2 million and almost 1,800 jobs countywide in 2010. Simultaneously, the City of
Elkhart received $41 million in stimulus money to improve an airport runway, sewers and roads, adding
another 200 jobs. 490 By the end of 2012, Elkhart County ultimately received $169,855,624 in stimulus
funding for multiple projects; despite the multiple visits of President Obama and immense media
attention, this notably represented only $859 per Elkhart resident, compared to $1,355 per capita for
Indiana, and $1,691 per capita across the US.491 Given its manufacturing base, including the production
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of various auto parts, Elkhart also undoubtedly benefited from the bailout of General Motors, Chrysler
and thousands of related parts suppliers via President Bush and then President Obama, despite
widespread critique on the Right for not letting these companies fail. In late 2013, while the
government was anticipating “a net loss of $11.8 billion on its total of $51 billion in assistance to GM,”
an extensive study led by the Center for Automotive Research estimated that “the shutdown of GM and
Chrysler would have reduced U.S. employment by 2.631 million jobs in 2009 and 1.519 million jobs in
2010…[and] reduced U.S. personal income by $173.5 billion in 2009 and $110.9 billion in 2010 for a twoyear total of $284.4 billion,” as well as adding substantial burden to the federal budget as a result of
higher transfer payments and decreased tax and social security revenues, namely “$64.7 billion in 2009,
and $40.6 billion in 2010 in the total industry scenario for a two-year total of $105.3 billion.”492
From the depths of the Great Recession in 2009, when the gross domestic product (GDP) of the
Elkhart-Goshen metropolitan area had sunk to $7,346 million, the GDP had risen to $10,533 million by
2012, with durable goods manufacturing contributing 8.5 percentage points of an overall real GDP
growth of 11.4 percent for the year.493 While this figure finally surpassed the 2007 GDP for ElkhartGoshen of $9,862 million,494 it risked masking other key economic statistics that were ultimately more
relevant to the majority of Elkhart residents. The financial sector had avoided public control or even
substantial regulation despite receiving trillions of taxpayer dollars. As the Emergency Economic
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Stabilization Act of 2008 (which authorized the Troubled Asset Relief Program) and related federal
interventions shored up the financial sector, stock markets were again celebrating a record year, banks
were prospering, and the real estate market was improving by 2013. For many families in Elkhart, the
economic crisis had meant foreclosure, dispossession via county tax sale, substantial loss of hard-earned
retirement savings, the inability to attend college, and more; some will never fully recover from the
implications of the crisis in their personal lives. While the recovery of a consolidated recreational
vehicle (RV) sector offered some hope in Elkhart, the majority of US residents—including those in
Elkhart and Indiana—were asked to settle for the growth of lower-paying, temporary and part-time jobs,
fewer public services, and deepening uncertainty about the future. In May 2008, before the economic
crisis went into full force in the Elkhart-Goshen metropolitan area, the median wage was $14.80. Four
years later, in May 2012, the median wage had dropped to $14.42. Similarly, beginning in 2010 and for
the next couple years, local newspapers and industry publications regularly celebrated the fall in the
official unemployment rate. However, in 2007, the annual average labor force for Elkhart County was
102,020, with an average of 97,306 employed persons and an annual average unemployment rate of 4.6
percent. The unemployment rate had fallen from the peak annual average unemployment rate of 18.0
percent in 2009, to 9.6 percent in 2012, indicating progress in the right direction, if not full recovery.
However, the annual average labor force had only returned to 91,830, with an average of only 83,042
employed persons, by 2012.495
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As the crisis unfolded, Martin Wolf, chief economic commentator for the Financial Times,
declared, “Another ideological god has failed.” Amid the “fractured hegemony of neoliberalism,” he
proclaimed that three decades of declaring “governments bad, deregulated markets good” had given
way to an insecure future of weakening free market legitimacy and US credibility.496 As noted above,
aspects of neoliberalism have remained, whether in the state-level tax and spending cuts and the rightto-work legislation, enacted by Governor Mitch Daniels and reinforced by then-Governor Mike Pence, or
in global IMF packages and EU austerity measures. However, Wolf was arguably correct in important
ways. Decades of neoliberal rhetoric were undermined by trillions of dollars of government resources
dispersed to save the private capitalist sector. Some rebukes of neoliberalism even came from the
assessments of industry groups in the wake of the crisis; when the Center for Automotive Research
assessed the vital impact of the bailout of GM and Chrysler, the wrote: “Any complete cost-benefit
assessment of the federal assistance to GM in its restructuring must consider the total net returns to the
public investment in GM in the US economy because that is an actual role of the federal government as
defined by Congress. In other words, the US government is…an active participant, when needed in the
overall US economy on the behalf of the US citizenry.”497 Despite attacking environmental and other
forms of regulation, as well as cutting taxes and social welfare benefits, the Trump administration has
also undermined the rhetoric of neoliberalism by imposing trade tariffs, implementing even harsher
immigration restrictions and increasing the federal deficit. From the presidency of George W. Bush,
there has been a growing anxiety about the declining economic and military status, as well as moral
position, of the US globally. Immediately before President Obama took office, the National Intelligence
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Council’s quadrennial report predicted a multipolar world within two decades.498 While Trump’s
belligerent nationalism has weakened the reputation and alliances of the US, and may further
undermine US economic dominance, his strongman posture—willing to confront the Chinese, build
border walls and “Make America Great Again”—seemed to resonate with the fears of many.
Neoliberal rhetoric was also undermined by small- and medium-sized businesses in Elkhart,
eager for government stimulus as well as protections for entrepreneurialism. At one of my first visits to
We The People-Michiana 9-12, on 15 November 2010, John S. Cohoat, a regular participant and
Independent Business Advisor with Glazer-Kennedy Insider’s Circle, presented his new book, No Thank
You, Mr. President: How Real Businesses from Elkhart County, Indiana, Stood Up to Fight and Thrive on
Their Own in Spite of the Economic Turmoil. The book includes a foreword by former Notre Dame
Football Coach Lou Holtz, and an endorsement from then Congressman and now Vice President Mike
Pence. In his introductory chapter, Cohoat outlines his career as an entrepreneur, small business owner
and healthcare executive; in January 2009, having recently accepted a new position in healthcare real
estate business development, he became a casualty of the economic crisis just before President Obama
announced his stimulus package on Monday, 9 February 2009, in Elkhart. Promising to tell the “real
story” of Elkhart as an “entrepreneurial community,” Cohoat writes, “So when Obama brought his hope
and change to Concord High School, I wasn’t impressed. I knew I wasn’t interested in his handouts…And
I knew many entrepreneurs and business leaders in Elkhart County felt the same way.” (2010:11).
However, in his case studies (perhaps inadvertently but to his credit), Cohoat outlines company
practices that question the alleged anti-government ethos of Elkhart entrepreneurs. For instance, in his
case study of Mapletronic Computers and its founder Wes Herschberger, Cohoat reports, “Wes and his
team have applied to the State of Indiana for training grants to the tune of more than $1 million” to
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retrain displaced RV workers, and in response to the needs of their education clients, “[t]hey hired a
recognized consultant from the industry with the express purpose of showing Indiana schools how to
use money from the Stimulus package” (2010:17,18). While generally supporting then Governor
Daniels, Wes also questions cuts in state-level educational spending. However, Cohoat concludes, “On a
national level, Wes shares the concern of many that the massive spending and takeover of industries
spells economic disaster” (2010:19). In his case study of Jayco, now the third largest RV company,
Wilbur Bontrager, “[a]s the CEO of an entrepreneurial company,” supposedly worries that the area’s
self-sufficiency may be harmed by President Obama’s policies (2010:28). However, Bontrager is also
identified as the first person to suggest that even more concentration in the RV industry is likely,
undermining entrepreneurialism, and to express concern about the potential of even more layoffs; “[h]e
is frustrated that all the stimulus and bailout talks have not really trickled to the RV industry” (2010:27).
In another case study from the RV industry of Kropf Industries, Inc., Cohoat found the owners Don Kropf
and Curt Yoder critical of many RV entrepreneurs, infected with a “quick buck disease” and willing to cut
corners to rapidly build and sell businesses. Critical of President Bush’s failure to build a solid economy,
they also expressed uncertainty about whether President Obama’s policies would really provide relief,
particularly given the nature of some of the local stimulus projects. Yet they were eager to see
incentives for financial institutions to resume lending, particularly to RV customers and dealers
(2010:87). In his closing, despite the ultimate desire for government intervention evidenced by Elkhart
entrepreneurs, Cohoat explicitly repudiated Obama’s “agenda,” declaring, “So therein is my hope…Hope
that we’ll let businesses like the ones in this book do their thing and that government will get out of the
way” (2010:105).
Throughout my time in Elkhart, I would periodically hear people celebrate that Elkhart had been
“home to the most millionaires per capita” from the mid-1970s, when someone could allegedly turn
their garage or barn into a space for manufacturing RVs or custom trailers and ultimately become
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successful with some hard work and a bit of luck. Median household income in the City of Elkhart, in
2017, was $37,121, far below the statewide median household income of $54,181, which in turn was
below the national median household income of $60,336.499 Yet in boom times for the RV industry,
many could go straight from high school into RV manufacturing and, with overtime pay and bonuses,
make a livable wage. Towards the end of my research, the first “Lemonade Day” came to Elkhart, with
some 500 children participating by creating and running lemonade stands on 5 May 2012. Each child
received an “Entrepreneur Workbook” with 14 lessons on creating budgets, setting profit-making goals,
and repaying investors, as well as giving back to the community. In Elkhart, one of 31 cities advancing
lemonade entrepreneurs, Amish Shah and other entrepreneurs took a lead in sponsoring and promoting
the day. Shah visited 26 lemonade stands, explaining to a local newspaper reporter, “Lemonade Day is
much more than a basic lemonade stand. It’s empowering our future leaders to go out and show the
community that Elkhart is back. Envision 500 kids throughout Elkhart managing their own small business
on one day. That is the spirit Elkhart was founded on.”500 Then his late thirties, Shah was the president
of Kem Krest, founded by his father as supply chain management and fulfillment services company with
multi-million dollar contracts with GM and Ford.501 However, although a proponent of entrepreneurship
and Board member of the Elkhart Chamber of Commerce, Shah and Kem Krest took an early and vocal
role in advocating for government intervention in the economic crisis, echoing the case studies above.
During President Obama’s 2 February 2009 visit, Kem Krest disseminated a press release announcing a
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new multi-million-dollar contract with Saturn and emphasizing that “the AUTOMOTIVE BAILOUT is very
important to Michiana workers!”502
If the neoliberal consensus was breaking down, the vision for many across the political spectrum
remained a smaller-scale, entrepreneurial capitalism, reviving local economies. In Goshen, there was
often a reference to attracting the “creative class” and supporting small businesses, with immense
community efforts dedicated to downtown revitalization. On First Fridays, businesses would stay open
late and spill into the streets together with art openings and special events. Many heralded David
Pottinger, who had purchased and revitalized numerous storefronts (retaining their historic character)
over three decades, as well as developing a farmer’s market and “artists’ guilds,” in addition to amassing
a renowned collection of Amish artifacts.503 In Elkhart, one of the leaders of the Elkhart Local Food
Alliance began a small landscaping business focused on environmental sustainability, using only hand
tools and bicycle-driven trailers. Former leaders of the Tea Party – Michiana Action Coalition opened
the Black Crow on Main Street, a home furnishings store, in 2013.504 They then launched a new Elkhart
City Farmers Market, which touted primarily local produce, notably from vendors including the
cooperatively run Rise Up Farms, with a focus on organically grown foods. In multiple articles, Pete
became foremost a booster for Main Street, small businesses and local arts and crafts, while reminiscing
about his childhood in Elkhart.505 Scott, founder of Michiana 9-12, had taken his small business—
centered on Amish Pretzels and started when he and his friend faced layoffs from the RV industry during
the Great Recession—to a nationally-known brand sold at sports venues across the country a decade
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later.506 Notably, the entrepreneurial path was not open to most Elkhart residents, and the likelihood of
success for small business owners remains slim (particularly in the age of Walmart and Amazon). Yet the
possibility of revived local economies fueled the imagination of government officials and individuals.

Stagnating wages and deepening wealth inequalities amid abundance
Beyond the sheer scale of the economic crisis and the trillions of dollars of federal spending that
rescued the “neoliberal” financial sector and key corporations, as well as providing education,
infrastructure and jobs across the country, the context of this crisis was new in other ways. This
economic crisis and its uneven impacts were tied to more than thirty years of massive wage repression
with most US residents experiencing stagnant or even declining real wages despite rapidly increasing
productivity. From at least the end of World War II for the next few decades, “inflation-adjusted hourly
compensation (including employer-provided benefits as well as wages) for the vast majority of American
workers rose in line with increases in economy-wide productivity,” steadily increasing living standards
for average US residents for decades. However, since 1973, “hourly compensation has almost stopped
rising at all;” despite productivity growth of over 70 percent between 1973 and 2014, the hourly
compensation of the median worker rose less than 10 percent when adjusted for inflation, representing
deepening inequality and “a falling share of income going to workers relative to capital owners” (Bivens
and Mishel 2015, 2-3). In part, this was a result of aggressive attacks on organized labor with federal
government support, particularly beginning under President Reagan but continuing through my research
with a new wave of so-called “right-to-work” laws (discussed below). In part, it was enabled by the
growth of debt—from credit cards to second mortgages to payday lending—which allowed many
impoverished and precarious workers to still meet many of their basic needs, bolstering an increasingly

506

Ed Ernstes. 25 March 2019. Two Elkhart County men talk about founding Ben's Pretzels about 10 years ago.
WSBT/South Bend Tribune. At: https://wsbt.com/news/local/two-elkhart-county-men-talk-about-founding-benspretzels-about-10-years-ago. Last visited: 21 September 2019.

329

powerful financial sector while taking on often unmanageable debt burdens (Williams 2004). Based on
the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) from the Federal Reserve Board of Washington from 1962-2016,
“[a]fter holding relatively steady between 1962 and 1983, the fraction of households with zero or
negative financial resources expanded from 25.7 percent in 1983 to 27.4 percent in 2007,” partially
reflecting “the growing non-mortgage debt of the bottom half of the distribution,” and this trend has
continued with the fraction of households growing to 30.4 percent in 2016 (Wolff 2016:8). This same
study found that “median wealth plummeted by 44 percent over years 2007 to 2010, almost double the
drop in housing prices, and by 2010 was at its lowest level since 1969…Median wealth in 2016 was still
34 percent down from its peak in 2007” (Wolff 2016:2). As highlighted earlier, following a wave of
housing foreclosures in Elkhart, hundreds of homes then faced tax foreclosure, as unemployed or
underemployed residents were unable to meet their basic needs and keep up with property tax and
utility payments. By 2016, the wealthiest one percent owned 40 percent of total household wealth in
the US, and the wealthiest 20 percent owned 90 percent (Wolff 2016:9). The situation for black and
Latino households was even worse. By 2016, median black and Latino households respectively enjoyed
only two and four percent of the median wealth of white households, with median annual income levels
for black and Latino households respectively at 58 and 65 percent of white households (Wolff 2016:55).
Contrary to historical patterns, US midlife mortality rates among non-Hispanic whites with a
high school diploma or less have increased since the late 1990s. Much of this is attributed to growing
“deaths of despair” caused by drug overdose, alcohol or suicide.507 Again, Elkhart reflected and arguably
concentrated trends impacting the rest of the country. As I started my research, Elkhart County had
become one of the leading producers of crystal methamphetamine in the country and the top in the
state; in a five-part series in 2009, the Elkhart Truth reported, “By mid-November, Elkhart County had
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discovered more than 100 meth labs this year, compared to 75 in 2008, and 77 from 1999 through 2006,
according to State Police records.”508 Much of this was arguably driven by economic necessity; in RV
factories, workers are paid piece-rate, working in and accountable to wider production teams. Meth
provides energy, suppresses hunger and allows focus; 18-34-year-old factory workers are the largest
demographic of meth users in Elkhart. At the encouragement of the county prosecutor and sheriff to
introduce drug testing into RV factories, some had agreed to introduce pre-testing as part of hiring
processes and post-accident tests, but none had been willing to introduce random drug tests. Amid
layoffs, meth production and sales became an alternative source of income for some.509
Yet this growing impoverishment and dispossession occurred amid abundance. Gramsci
encourages attention to whether “the necessary and sufficient conditions for [a society’s]
transformation” exist (1972, 181). At this point, certainly in the US and even globally, the issue is no
longer economic scarcity but lack of equitable distribution. Despite a rapidly growing population, the
world has increased per capita food production from approximately 2,250 calories per person in 1961 to
2,750 calories per person in 2007.510 Amid sharply increasing productive capacity and technological
innovation, our ability to produce other necessities and provide basic health care for every person in the
world is similarly no longer a question. In addition, the ability to distribute these necessities efficiently
and to ensure adequate ongoing production seems evident via the global supply chains and next day
delivery of Walmart and Amazon, among others (Phillips and Rozworski 2019).
Ultimately, Elkhart and Indiana are shaped by US economic and social policies and the wider
global economy. In January 2012, School of Public and Environmental Affairs at Indiana University

508

Kari Huus. 2 December 2009. Grappling With Meth: Meth problem strains budgets. Part 4 of 5. The Elkhart
Truth. Pp. A1.
509
Interview 22 June 2010.
510
Thomas Kastner, Maria Jose Ibarrola Rivas, Wolfgang Koch, Sanderine Nonhebel. 1 May 2012. Global changes in
diets and the consequences for land requirements for food. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of
the USA 109(18): 6868–6872. At: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3345016/. Last visited: 21
September 2019.

331

produced a white paper, “At Risk: America’s Poor During and After the Great Recession,” at the request
of Tavis Smiley, for his Poverty Tour across the US. Marking the Great Recession from December 2007 –
June 2009, with an anticipated return to full employment by 2017, their key findings raised deep
concerns regarding “the working poor, the near poor, and the new poor.”511 Despite national and even
global abundance, impoverishment was substantial prior to the economic crisis and then grew
substantially. In 2006, before any indication of the recession, 36.5 million people were poor based on
the official poverty rate; this number grew to 46.2 million Americans living below the poverty line or
15.1 percent of the population in 2010. Indiana was among the ten states that saw the biggest increases
in the rate of poverty.512 Although the poverty rate continued to slowly decrease amid the longest
recovery in US history, it still stood at 12.3 percent or 39.7 million persons in 2017, still above the 2006
level.513 The report correctly anticipated deepening austerity and spending cuts at the state level. Even
more alarming, nearly 140 million people (43.5 percent) are either poor or low-income based on the
alternative Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM), which takes into account federal assistance,
geographic differences in cost-of-living, and critical out-of-pocket expenses for food, clothing, housing,
and utilities (Sarkar and Gupta Barnes 2018:42).514
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Climate change
This contradiction of impoverishment amid abundance, affecting the well-being of families and
communities, is likely to intensify rapidly in coming years. If massive poverty and poverty-related deaths
reveal the immense failings of the liberal capitalist system, climate change and political inaction in the
face of decades of almost unanimous warnings by scientists—at the behest of maintaining short-term
profits and expense of future generations—further reveals the dramatic shortcomings of the dominant
economic system. Climate change is already leading to species extinction, increasing droughts and
devastating storms, and recent predictions by the UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
suggest that we have 12 years to undertake massive systemic changes to keep warming below 1.5
degrees Celsius, a temperature which will still entail existential threats to many poor, marginalized and
coastal or low-lying communities.515 Notably, unlike 2016, climate change has been central to
Democratic primary debates in 2019, reflecting growing public awareness and massive student protests.
Liberalism has posited the individual as distinct from nature—influencing key themes of our
literature (i.e. man versus nature), our conception of nature foremost as boundless raw material to
satisfy human needs and wants, and our understanding of humans as independent versus
interdependent with one another and the wider world (notably contrary to indigenous traditions in the
US). Most profoundly, capitalism, as liberalism’s twin, relies on ongoing accumulation, built on
extraction, exploitation and inequality, dependent on ever-increasing consumption. Extractive
industries—foremost mining and secondarily agriculture—collectively contribute 53 percent of the
world’s carbon emissions and are responsible for over 8o percent of biodiversity loss. Significantly, this
is just the impact of extraction and refining or preparing resources for use; it does not include actually
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burning fossil fuels. Overall rates of resource extraction have tripled since 1970, increasing at a rate of
3.2 percent per year, despite the population only doubling in the same period. Fossil fuel use has
jumped from 6 billion tons to 15 billion tons, despite the growing cost of extracting less accessible
resources and evident environmental impacts. Perhaps most striking, people in high-income countries
consuming 13 times more resources on average that people in low-income countries.516 Growing
accumulation or growth, based on current patterns, now bodes increasing climate disasters and
eventual ecological collapses that will most severely affect the poor, but as uncontrolled fires in
California and Australia—as well as more extreme hurricanes, tornadoes and typhoons—already attest,
the wealthier will also be impacted. In addition, as “climate emergencies” are declared in different
countries—at points threatening civil and political, as well as economic and social rights—immigration
and refugee issues will also intensify.
Deepening awareness of the threats posed by climate change, as well as an ongoing desire to
overcome the alienation of liberal capitalist modernity, is increasing attention to developing community
gardens and diversified organic agriculture, decreasing or eliminating fossil fuel usage, degrowth,
reestablishing the “cosmovision” of indigenous communities, and more, including on the Left in Elkhart.
Many of these projects resonate with the impulse of Anabaptists towards “simplicity,” and the concerns
of many anarchists with issues of scale and technology. These projects also intersect with attempts to
reclaim the “commons,” advance non-capitalist alternatives as a type of prefigurative politics, and
(re)invigorate the organic farming and local economy projects (Bollier and Helfrich 2015; J.K. GibsonGraham 2006; Berry 1982; Schumacher 1973). However, these efforts face a globally interconnected
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world, transnational corporations economically larger than many states—responsible for the vast
majority of climate change—and the growth of states (often serving or captured by these same
corporations) large enough to protect their economic interests globally and to bail out the financial and
corporate sector. Don Robotham argues, “[T]he small and medium-scale economy of the classical liberal
paradigm is gone for good, never to return. Large-scale centralized organization has triumphed in the
economy and social, political and even cultural life. This reality affects capitalism as much as it affects
any conceivable alternatives to it” (2005:2-3). Similarly, Julie Guthman’s study of the organic farming
movement reveals community-supported agriculture struggling with competition from major brands
and grocery store chains which discovered a new source of profit in “organic food," with utopian visions
transitioning to lobbying battles over allowable inputs and diminishing concern for workers’ rights
(Guthman 2004). If the local can be “a site of solidarity, shared suffering, and common struggle,” Kasmir
and Carbonella suggest that “it is produced, involving the often-violent breaking of political connections,
alliances, and networks that developed over time and that afforded workers some measure of power. In
many of the cases…the localization of struggle is shown to be central feature of dispossession” (2014,
21). Further, without addressing redistribution and ensuring public control and regulation, local
economy solutions threaten to maintain both local and global inequalities. In discussing feasible
alternatives, Robotham suggests, “We must start from the view that the problem of global oppression is
not size as such, but who owns and controls this ‘size’ and who benefits from it” (2015, 146).

Exponential growth of technology
Without substantial structural shifts in our economic system, the patterns of impoverishment
and inequality exacerbated by climate change, as well as the corporate capture of democratic
institutions, are simultaneously threatened by the exponential growth of technological capacity in the
hands of already immense transnational corporations. The US lost 5.6 million manufacturing jobs from
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2000 to 2010. According to a study from the Center for Business and Economic Research at Ball State
University, 85 percent of these job losses were due to technological innovation, primarily automation, as
opposed to outsourcing to other countries.517 Other more recent studies suggest that a growing portion
of many jobs are susceptible to automation.518 In the Financial Times Business Book of the Year for
2015, Martin Ford describes the “reshoring” of US manufacturing, as rapid automation is making
domestic production competitive with even the lowest paid workers globally, including in the textile
sector, while reducing transportation costs; however, this is creating negligible jobs. Similar advances
jeopardize the jobs of fast food workers, truck drivers and salespersons in the retail sector. Ford
acknowledges that concerns about the impacts of rapid technological development are not new, from
Hoosier author Kurt Vonnegut’s first novel Player Piano (1952), in which a fully automated economy is
run by a small technical elite as the majority face an unproductive and hopeless future, to the Rev. Dr.
Martin Luther King’s final Sunday sermon “Remaining Awake Through a Great Revolution,” in which he
cited a major recent report on “the triple revolution.” While many picked up on references to the
human rights revolution and the revolution represented by nuclear weapons, few gave much credence
to the “technological revolution, with the impact of automation and cybernation” (Ford 2015, 30-2).
However, these predictions have increasingly become a reality; Ford argues: “The nearly perfect
historical correlation between increasing productivity and rising incomes broke down,” with over half of
the US workforce, composed of production and nonsupervisory workers in the private sector, seeing
real wages (in 2013 dollars) decrease from $767 per week in 1973 to $664 per week in 2013 (Ford 2015,
34).
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In a separate study focused on the Elkhart-Goshen metropolitan statistical area, researchers
found that “47 percent of all jobs, employing a total of 51,110 people, are at high risk of automation,”
compared to 35 percent nationally, foremost due to roughly 20 percent of the entire workforce being
engaged in assembly work. While the RV industry has long resisted automation, the study notes that
the area now has “the highest density of robots of any metropolitan area.”519

Political Organization
If economic conditions provide the basis for a fundamental historical crisis, Gramsci argues that
they are insufficient. Dominant groups will attempt to reassert hegemony, to reaffirm common sense.
If exploited and marginalized groups are to shift social relationships and economic structures, “[t]he
decisive element in every situation is the permanently organized and long-prepared force which can be
put into the field when it is judged that a situation is favourable,” Gramsci suggests. “Therefore the
essential task is that of systematically and patiently ensuring that this force is formed, developed and
rendered ever more homogenous, compact, and self-aware” (1972, 185). US history has shown that the
unity of the poor and working class poses a threat to the existing system, whether via Bacon’s Rebellion
uniting poor blacks and whites against the planter class in 1676 Virginia, the period of Reconstruction
after the Civil War, or Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s Poor People’s Campaign (Davidson Buck 2001;
DuBois 1998; Jackson 2007). Each of these also demonstrated the potential of violent repression.
Often, the liberal capitalist myth of the self-made individual is effective at keeping most people
siloed from one another; poverty evokes shame, treated primarily as evidence of personal failings. The
economic crisis created space for other understandings and political responses globally and in the US.
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Its harsh realities drove the Arab Spring and the Occupy uprising. Egyptians demanded “bread, freedom
and social justice,” as thousands of Chilean students challenged their exclusion from for-profit education
by chanting “Chao, lucro!” (“Goodbye, profits!”) and the Spanish indignados protested against high
unemployment and an electoral system dominated by two parties, practicing direct democratic methods
soon echoed by anti-austerity protests in Greece and Occupy Wall Street. For a period from 2011
onwards, these movements put economic inequality, the abuses of the financial sector and the
corruption of government institutions in the public discourse, even as these uprisings or movements
built connections of solidarity and strategic exchange across borders. In the US, Occupy Wall Street and
similar movements arguably laid the groundwork for Senator Bernie Sanders, a self-proclaimed socialist
who celebrates Eugene Debs, to be a viable candidate for president. Yet the backlash was often fierce,
at points coopting the language of equality and rights in the press, often using violent repression, and
stoking the fears and prejudices deeply embedded in troubled national histories.
As I started dissertation research, progressive governments were in power in Brazil and most of
Latin America. Barack Obama was the President of the US, Manmohan Singh was Prime Minister of
India, and the UK was a vital part of the EU. But a shifting political context became clear in Egypt, India,
the Philippines, then the US and UK, Brazil and beyond. In 2010, in Citizens United v. FEC, the Supreme
Court removed substantial restrictions on campaign finance, treating campaign contributions by
corporations and others as a form of protected free speech.520 This decision arguably foreshadowed
growing disenfranchisement, particularly of minority (and lower income) voters, including in the 2013
Supreme Court case Shelby County v. Holder, which overturned key elements of the Voting Rights Act
secured by the Civil Rights Movement.521 This was followed by McCutcheon v. Federal Election
Commission, through which the Supreme Court removed many restrictions on individual contributions in
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2015.522 Many commentators warned that these decisions represented a trend that threatened
democracy while promising even greater influence for the corporate and finance sector over
government policy and legislation. The bipartisan Warren-McCain Bill was repeatedly introduced from
2013-2017, attempting to create a “21st Century Glass-Steagall Act” to separate commercial and
investment banking among other provisions (notably with the support of Donald Trump on the
campaign trail), yet the financial sector has ultimately faced limited (and in some instances, still
unimplemented) regulation in the form of the Dodd-Frank Act of 2010.523
In June 2016, President Obama’s attempted to celebrate the “recovery” via a final, televised
town hall meeting in Elkhart, Indiana. In many regards, his interventions had been successful—lessening
the impact and duration of the crisis—as outlined above. “Today, the unemployment rate is around 4
percent. It’s only about one in 30 people who are behind on their mortgage. The RV industry, which is
central to Elkhart, is on track to break records in terms of sales,” proclaimed President Obama. He
acknowledged, “And so that doesn’t mean that folks aren’t struggling in some circumstances…But the
notion that somehow America is in decline is just not borne out by the facts.” Yet he faced questions
from Elkhart residents who still felt insecure, whose jobs hadn’t returned amid deepening automation,
or who faced the rising cost of college education.524 Many Elkhart residents had been through extended
periods of unemployment, often returning to lower wages, with an increase in temporary and part-time
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work.525 In response to his final June 2016 visit, Elkhart’s new Republican Mayor Tim Neese offered
weak praise for President Obama, “I think he deserves some of the credit. Any time a sitting president
comes to the community, that’s a major undertaking regardless of the economy. So I’m willing to
indicate that I think the president’s presence here was certainly a positive encounter for us.” However,
Neese refused to credit President Obama for the economic recovery and the revival of the RV industry,
instead crediting Indiana’s tax cuts and related efforts to attract business.526 Many credited community
commitment, including temporary charity, and entrepreneurial spirit—instead of government
intervention—for weathering the brutal crisis. Donald Trump secured 64 percent of the Elkhart County
vote.527 Nationally, with Mike Pence as his running mate, Trump won a larger percentage of the
evangelical Christian vote than Mitt Romney or John McCain. Having largely ignored the Midwest,
Clinton received almost three million fewer votes than President Obama in the region. A large
percentage of working-class adults simply didn't vote.528

Charity and Tax Sales
As unemployment rapidly increased and then lasted for many months in Elkhart, those that had
once volunteered at food pantries were having to utilize them to survive, often overcoming immense
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shame to do so.529 While a number of strict rules and limits were maintained by township trustees and
the non-profit relief system, the Elkhart County Community Foundation made an unprecedented
contribution of $100,000 to multiple food pantries recognizing the level of desperation spreading across
the city and county.530 Elkhart County Works Together developed projects of community self-sufficiency
and “transformation,” but their founder acknowledged with some disappointment that their most
lasting contribution might be motivating an ongoing Week of Compassion, benefitting organizations
assisting the poor, foremost within the framework of charity.531 Nonetheless, understandings of poverty
shifted during the economic crisis, with many recognizing that neighbors and family members had been
temporarily impoverished by unexpected unemployment and related incidents beyond their control; for
a few, this gradually led to or reaffirmed more systemic critiques of the economy.
Over lunch, a progressive community leader, who had just spoken at a Week of Compassion
event, suggested, “Our economy, capitalism, is good at allocating unnecessary items, but it is miserable
at meeting everyone’s basic needs.” Sharing his support for universal healthcare, as well as his
conviction that President Obama had blocked meaningful consideration of this, he noted, “Although
many doctors are finally coming around, our society has only been willing to consider healthcare reform
that leaves the profits of the pharmaceutical, insurance and medical fields intact. Insurance companies
had to celebrate the mandating of all citizens to buy private insurance.” He discussed the need to treat
basic necessities as rights as opposed to commodities, emphasizing, “Internationally and certainly
nationally, we have the abundance to meet the needs of all peoples. Within the community, if we have
concern for one another and the common good, we will all be fine.” When I asked about the Week of
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Compassion, he explicitly contrasted his organization’s model and vision to emergency care and service
provision still popular with most churches, nonprofits and government officials.532
Other responses caused more immediate harm to the poor and unemployed. Hundreds of
homes in Elkhart were sold for a portion of late property taxes and utilities bills in Elkhart County sales.
As detailed in the last chapter, this followed quickly in the wake of the housing crisis that affected both
mortgage holders and renters, as local government grappled with state tax caps and cuts, as well as
declining revenue from failing businesses. Property tax foreclosures and sales, in particular, devastated
poorer communities and disproportionately communities of color. People’s History of Elkhart led efforts
to help some neighbors retain their homes and others acquire abandoned properties, at points
addressing homelessness resulting from earlier foreclosures. However, decades of messages blaming
the poor for their poverty, often racializing poverty and in turn stereotyping black communities, worked
against wider outrage at this dispossession. This same pattern was echoed in other manufacturing
centers across the Midwest. From 2014, following thousands of homes facing water and sanitation
shutoffs due to back water bills, Detroit was also heading for a wave of property tax foreclosures.533
Similar to Elkhart County, on the website of the Detroit Water and Sewerage Department, under Online
Billing Services, the Department stated: “Detroit water and sewer customers with a past due balance
must pay their water and sewer bill, otherwise state law permits DWSD to place the amount of any
unpaid water and sewer bill on the City of Detroit Property Tax Roll as a lien for collection purposes.”534
Notably, People’s History of Elkhart and a growing group of regional allies, as well as several movements
from outside of the US, would exchange strategies to confront these trends at the International
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Gathering of Social Movements on Water, Sanitation and Affordable Housing in Detroit, co-hosted by
the Michigan Welfare Rights Organization and other allies in 2015.535

Undermining organized labor to ensure jobs
Despite a history of strong and progressive unions in Elkhart, during a few of my first exploratory
interviews in 2009, the Economic Development Corporation of Elkhart County and the Greater Elkhart
Chamber of Commerce, among others, touted the business-friendly atmosphere of Elkhart, pointing to
low unionization rates, low taxes and lower than average wages.536 On 29 November 2011, the Indiana
Chamber of Commerce hosted a daylong Workshop on Remaining Union Free, promoted by the Greater
Elkhart Chamber of Commerce and “limited strictly to management personnel directly from a
corporation…The use of recording devices is strictly prohibited.” The first item on the agenda was “AFLCIO’s Renewed Commitment to Organizing: The Obama National Labor Relations Board: Backdoor
Employment Free Choice Act” (which would have allowed certification of a union, based on the
signatures of a majority of workers, to bargain contracts, without the employer being able to demand an
additional ballot, as well as increasing penalties for discrimination against union-affiliated workers).537
This workshop occurred amid immense conflicts over workers’ rights. In the name of attracting and
retaining jobs, on Wednesday, 1 February 2012, Republican lawmakers made Indiana the first state in a
decade to pass so-called “right-to-work” legislation, which prohibits mandatory collection of union dues,
as detailed in previous chapters.538 Indiana was quickly followed by Michigan and later by Wisconsin,
with campaigns underway in other Manufacturing/Rust Belt states, each utilizing model legislation
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drafted decades earlier and long promoted by the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC).539
Thousands of Hoosier workers protested, as multiple studies demonstrated that the bill might be more
appropriately titled “right to work for less,” in anticipation of declining wages and benefits following its
passage.540 Taking their lead from 14 Wisconsin Senators days earlier, 39 Democrats from the Indiana
House of Representatives began one of the longest walkouts in US history, fleeing to Urbana, Illinois, on
22 February 2011, foremost in protest of so-called “right to work” legislation. When the Democratic
Representatives finally returned on 28 March 2011, having faced daily fines, their apparent victories
included dropping right to work legislation in 2011, a more gradual implementation of the largest
private school voucher program in the country, and a maintenance of union wage rates for many
government construction projects.541 In January 2012, Democratic members of the Indiana House of
Representatives again faced fines and walked out of sessions for the first few weeks of their session to
protest right-to-work legislation, as thousands flooded in the state capita. Dozens protested in Elkhart
and Goshen, when legislators defended the bill at Third House Meetings hosted by the Chamber of
Commerce. 542 However, the right-to-work legislation was signed into law several days later. From
2013-2015, Governor Mike Pence would then block increases to the state minimum wage, as well as end
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the state’s prevailing wage in public construction jobs, impacting poor and working-class groups,
disproportionately migrants and communities of color.543
In 2006, shortly before the economic crisis hit Indiana, The Brookings Institution Metropolitan
Policy Program released a report entitled “The Vital Center: A Federal-State Compact to Renew the
Great Lakes Region,” which emphasized the political and economic primacy that had long characterized
the region but also its growing precariousness in the face of globalization, competition and waning
industrial production. The report highlighted four primary challenges to adaptation, including lack of
skills and education, a weak “entrepreneurial spirit,” struggling and often segregated metropolitan
areas, and “its legacy of employee benefit, job, and income security programs—many of which the
region helped pioneer—[as] an unsustainable burden, putting its firms at a severe competitive
disadvantage in the global economy.”544 Its findings were periodically cited by government and business
officials, promoted by Richard Longworth at the City of Elkhart’s Economic Development Summit in
2011, and largely echoed in mainstream responses to the crisis. Longworth was a fellow at The Chicago
Council on Global Affairs, arguably the Midwest’s leading think-tank, which was asked by Mayor Rahm
Emanuel to devise a ‘foreign policy’ for Chicago. In his book Caught in the Middle, Longworth presented
a simple thesis: “The Midwest is geared towards permanence, and it isn’t handling this transformation
very well,” namely of globalization from the 1970s onward, defined by “a revolution in
communications,” mobile capital and multinational corporations seeking places “where taxes are low
and regulations are lax…where workers are skilled but wages are low” (2008:4,6-7). He then defines

543543

Dan Carden. 12 November 2013. Indiana unlikely to boost minimum wage despite widespread support. The
Northwest Indiana Times. At: http://www.nwitimes.com/news/local/govt-and-politics/indiana-unlikely-to-boostminimum-wage-despite-widespread-support/article_a5cf1ebf-43aa-599d-9516-d1de423ea80b.html. Last visited: 4
September 2019. Dan Carden. 6 May 2015. Pence signs repeal of common construction wage. The Northwest
Indiana Times. At: http://www.nwitimes.com/news/local/govt-and-politics/pence-signs-repeal-of-commonconstruction-wage/article_ba0c883c-1ee8-5403-824c-3af2c1eb36c8.html. Last visited: 4 September 2019.
544
Britany Affolter-Caine and John Austin. 1 October 2006. The Vital Center: A Federal-State Compact to Renew
the Great Lakes Region. The Brookings Institution Metropolitan Policy Program At:
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/20061020_renewgreatlakes.pdf. Last visited: 4 January
2013.

345

northern Indiana as “a society based on unions,” still “clinging to a sense of community” (Longworth
2008:227). At the City of Elkhart’s Economic Development Summit, Longworth instead advocated
commitments to promoting entrepreneurialism including through venture capital, free space and a
robust focus on education. Echoing repeated celebrations of entrepreneurialism and business-friendly
environments, the President of the Economic Development Corporation of Indiana touted over 1,000
new jobs in the County and over 300 in the City over the course of 2011, pointing proudly to Indiana’s
current status as fourth in the country in terms of low business costs, taxes and regulations, with
“almost no unions” in Elkhart.545
At a national level, a growing number of think tanks and commentators, on both the Left and
Right, are proposing a substantial universal basic income and often a reduced work week in the face of
anticipated technology-induced unemployment and the potential impacts of climate change outlined
above (Van Parijs and Vanderborght 2019, Bregman 2018, Stern and Kravitz 2016, Ford 2015). Not
unlike efforts to dismantle labor rights, many of these proposals accept the inevitability of the current
global economic system, if advocating for often relatively modest forms of redistribution. Echoing
several fellow tech entrepreneurs, Andrew Yang built his Democratic presidential bid around a universal
basic income as the anecdote to a jobless future (Yang 2019). Noting a labor force participation rate of
only 62.7 percent, Yang’s presidential campaign website suggests: “In the next 12 years, 1 out of 3
American workers are at risk of losing their jobs to new technologies—and unlike with previous waves of
automation, this time new jobs will not appear quickly enough in large enough numbers to make up for
it.” His solution is a universal basic income, his $1000 Freedom Dividend every month for every person
(or $12k per year), notably to be funded by a regressive value added tax (VAT) while forcing poor
families to decide between his Freedom Dividend and payments via welfare, disability and other benefit
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programs.546 A version of this proposal has also been advocated on the Right, with Charles Murray, a
fellow at the American Enterprise Institute, proposing $10k per year for every US adult, while
eliminating Social Security, Medicare and welfare programs (Murray 2016).
Perhaps more significantly, the solidarity gradually built in Elkhart, as well as in Madison, Detroit
and even Occupy encampments, also suggests the possibility of a wider conception of the working class
or the “mutability of class”—including the impoverished, those involved in unpaid care work or social
reproduction, the temporarily unemployed and precariously employed, unionized workers in the public
and private sectors and their communities. Similarly, this solidarity suggests the potential of uniting
struggles against ongoing dispossession and deepening exploitation (including via right to work laws),
across constructed difference and ultimately across regional divides, simultaneously confronting twosides of the capitalist coin seeking ever greater accumulation (Kasmir and Carbonella 2014; Collins
2012).

Educating Our Way Out
In 2009, progressive community leaders in Elkhart, led by then City Councilperson (and now
Mayor) Rod Roberson, worked to ensure that every child was prepared to attend school despite the
Great Recession and initiated the Back2School Project, which provided backpacks, supplies, shoes,
haircuts, and medical services to thousands of children. Notably, this project drew positive attention
from at least one conservative think tank, headed by the former Director of the White House Office of
Faith-Based and Community Initiatives under President Bush, and a series of potential corporate
sponsors. Even more ambitious but again achieving substantial engagement of both mainstream
political parties and the business community, the Horizon Education Alliance official came into being in
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early 2012. In its mission, “Horizon Education Alliance exists to spur innovation, secure collaboration,
and to turn hope into belief that Elkhart County will be transformed through education.”547
In 2004, Elkhart had come together for an extended countywide planning process, entitled the
Horizon Project, looking at multiple issues, including the need to diversify the economy. In 2009, in the
wake of the crisis, a similar process, dubbed Horizon 2.0, was begun. Initially, across multiple
community meetings with different levels of government, it focused on high crime rates, low income
levels, low home values, availability of high speed internet and numerous other issues, but over 200
community leaders ultimately agreed to give a singular focus to education. The initiative would pull
together all seven school superintendents across the county with representatives of the private sector
and government to create the Horizon Education Alliance in 2012, recognizing both low educational
attainment levels relative to other states, as well as within the state, and the danger of educated youth
and young professionals simply leaving.548
Brian Wiebe, then Executive Director of the Goshen College Music Center., was hired by the new
Horizon Education Alliance’s board as the first Executive Director. By 2012, Wiebe was exploring a series
of innovative educational approaches and related experiments across the country, including the
Kalamazoo Promise, which guarantees a scholarship to cover tuition and fees at most Michigan
universities for all students who graduate from Kalamazoo Public Schools. Repeatedly, he championed
the importance of universal pre-K, including early music learning, having introduced Music Together
across the County. Wiebe spoke about music as “a birth right for all children” and envisioned
broadening music curriculum through fourth grade for all students, before offering more focused
opportunities. And he planned to recruit 10,000 mentors to provide educational and career guidance to
children, simultaneously building community commitment. By early 2012, the Elkhart County
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Community Foundation had already committed $200k for the first two years, and Brian was actively
pursuing other foundations.549 Then, in August 2012, Elkhart County Community Foundation received
the first $114 million from the estate of a former Elkhart resident, more than tripling its unrestricted
assets. The foundation would transition from granting roughly $750,000 a year to almost ten times that
amount, due to a stipulation that Foundations give away five percent of their endowment every year.550
Initially envisioned as a public-private partnership, the Alliance withdrew its request for county
government funds, as the Community Foundation made a much larger, undisclosed commitment.551

The diversity of the middle
In 2012, during the final year of my fieldwork, the Elkhart City Council President was Tonda
Hines, a black woman, and she served with two other black council members. All were Democrats and
collectively represented a third of the council. One of those council members was a longstanding union
member. The other, Rod Roberson, was largely responsible for the success of Back2School Project, as
noted above, and then became the progressive director of Church Community Services, introducing
locally grown produce into its food pantry and, while relying on church charity, encouraging churches to
move beyond understandings of poverty as culture to consider poverty as the result of structural
injustices. Curtis T. Hill, son of a civil rights activist, was the County Prosecutor; in 2016, Hill was elected
as Indiana’s first black Attorney General. However, unlike the black members of Elkhart’s City Council,
Hill is a Republican and strong social conservative who has met with Trump on multiple occasions.
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In 2012, I also met Mike Pence for the first time, during his gubernatorial run. He was
surrounded by adoring Tea Party members as he celebrated Mitch Daniels as “the best governor in
America,” touting his education reforms, foremost his publicly funded vouchers for private schools, and
his “pro-growth policies.” He praised the “unapologetic conservatism” of a few local and state
politicians, talking about the need for pro-family, two-parent policies. Then, he pivoted to extolling the
values of liberty and personal responsibility, suggesting that he had only taken taxpayer-covered trips to
Afghanistan and Iraq to visit Hoosier troops, noting that Indiana had the fourth largest National Guard in
the country and suggesting that “Hoosiers breed heroes.” He spoke about the voluntary efforts of
“compassionate, decent, caring, giving people” who assisted fellow Hoosiers during the flood in
Columbus, IN, yet were “genetically modest.” And he emphasized his own commitment to “servant
leadership,” suggesting that he was “Christian, conservative and Republican in that order.”552 This
notably resonated the self-description of Tea Party-Michiana Action Coalition (Tea-MAC) leaders to
being ”Christian, conservative and constitutionalist,” if with a more partisan edge.
I was also present when Mayor Pete Buttigieg, who had only begun his first term in January
2012, at the age of 29, was the first to speak in favor of the South Bend City Council passing a Human
Rights Ordinance to end discrimination based on gender identity and sexual orientation. He suggested
that the city had been debating this ordinance for a decade while 162 other cities passed similar
resolutions and 89 percent of Americans supported these types of protections. He suggested that
passing the resolution was “vital to our economy” and that failing to do so would “embarrass us in front
of future generations.” After hours of debate, the ordinance was passed that evening, on 26 March
2012.553 During his first term, Buttigieg would serve a seven-month tour in Afghanistan, as a lieutenant
in the US Navy Reserve, before initiating his campaign for reelection as mayor a few months later.
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Buttigieg spoke about this period in the third President debate, in Houston, on 12 September 2019. He
explained his own experience first as a gay military officer under the “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy,
created under President Clinton and only repealed in 2011, and then as a first-term mayor under then
Governor Mike Pence. ““I came back from the deployment [in Afghanistan] and realized that you only
get to live one life, and I was not interested in not knowing what it was like to be in love any longer. So, I
just came out. I had no idea what kind of professional setback it would be,” Buttigieg said. He was then
running for his second-term as South Bend Mayor in 2015. “When I trusted voters to judge me based on
the job that I did for them, they decided to trust me and they reelected me with 80% of the vote,”
Buttigieg said. “And what I learned was that trust can be reciprocated and that part of how you can win
and deserve to win is to know what’s worth more to you than winning. I think that’s what we need in
the presidency right now. We have to know what we are about.”554
Reflecting this complex political landscape, more white working- and middle-class residents—
particularly in the Midwest—voted for Obama than any Democratic candidate since Lyndon Johnson;
Obama won Indiana in 2008. As suggested in the second chapter, Indiana gave birth to the Socialist
Party of America and was home to progressive Democrats who shaped both New Deal and civil rights
legislation, despite intense political struggles. Yet in the few decades leading to the election of
President Obama, Hoosiers tended to elect centrists from both parties, who often facilitated bipartisan
legislation in Congress. This was true of US Senator Richard Lugar, a Republican who served as the
Chairman or ranking member of the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations for most of his tenure from
1977 – 2013, until he was defeated by the Tea Party and their statewide alliance Hoosiers for a
Conservative Senate. The same was true for Democrats Joe Donnelly, US Representative (2007-2013)
and US Senator (2013-2019), and Evan Bayh, Governor (1989-1997) and US Senator (1999-2011),
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notably diverging from his father’s more progressive legacy as a US Senator. On quitting the Senate,
Bayh would become a part-time commentator for Fox News, an advisor to the US Chamber of
Commerce, and partner and lobbyist with a law firm. At the Annual Meeting of the Greater Elkhart
Chamber of Commerce, Bayh was warmly welcomed as their keynote speaker. He offered a strong
rebuke to Congress, with a mere nine percent approval rating, and gave immense praise to the Chamber
of Commerce for their role in securing prosperity, noting that it is “not government that creates
opportunities.” He also highlighted his own record as Governor of Indiana, emphasizing that he did not
raise taxes yet left the State with the greatest surplus in history, before discussing the need for real
wage growth. In response to questions, he discussed the importance of “trying something” to rein in
healthcare costs and his own conviction that immigrants should be compelled to speak English but also
given a path to legal status, pragmatically pointing to the impossibility of expelling 10-12 million
residents upon which our businesses depend.555 His speech in many ways echoed the talking points of
John Gregg, former Indiana State House Speaker and Mike Pence’s Democratic opponent for Governor
in 2012. Citing an adage from his grandfather on a visit to Elkhart, Gregg declared, “I’m going to drive
right down the middle of the road.” Surrounded by dozens of Elkhart Democrats, Gregg stayed focused
on the need for jobs and a growing economy.556 However, in the wake of the economic crisis, revealing
deepening inequality and insecurity, centrists of both parties have struggled in Indiana, and this trend
seems to be playing out nationally amid Trump’s strong approval ratings and the campaign of Bernie
Sanders. Notably, Buttigieg has faced strong criticism from many residents of South Bend, for
facilitating gentrification and dispossession, ignoring viable solutions to growing homelessness and
failing to confront racial injustice.557
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Grassroots organizing and the 2019 mayoral election
As a member of the Indiana House of Representatives, Tim Neese co-sponsored anti-immigrant
legislation that allowed Indiana police to enforce federal immigration laws, a duty commonly reserved
for the federal government, mandated government use of E-Verify and prohibited hiring undocumented
workers. A provision allowing profiling—permitting officers to stop and question someone based on
appearance—was ultimately removed to the disappointment of Neese.558 Defeating the three-term
Democratic Mayor of Elkhart, Neese won election in late 2015, as the Republican presidential primaries
were in full-swing. However, three years later, Neese would announce his decision not to run for
reelection after his son, a police officer, looked on as fellow officers beat and hospitalized a handcuffed
Latino man in the City of Elkhart Police Department. The incident was caught on video tape.559 Neese
did not elaborate on his reasons for stepping aside, but this incident and related shifts in the political
context were seemingly a substantial factor. Indiana’s Dream Initiative had politicized high school and
university students over the course of several years, who in turn emboldened some of their parents.
While their parents were vital to a revived RV industry, a growing number of young Latinos had the
ability to vote. The incident also brought growing media and public attention to the wider abuses of the
Elkhart Police Department under Neese’s Chief Ed Windbigler, who appointed numerous supervisors
with disciplinary records; when this incident involving Neese’s son occurred, 28 of 34 supervisors had
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records (including Neese’s son), 15 had been suspended, and seven involved in fatal shootings. Elkhart
police had a history of using excessive force previous to Neese, having shot and killed six people from
2013-2017, often drawing community protests and vigils. Yet Mayor Neese weakened civilian oversight,
and his Chief Windbigler decreased disciplinary actions. Only scathing media coverage and community
protest pushed Neese to call for investigation of the taped incident. Community outrage, in turn,
combined with national attention as the Movement for Black Lives, civil rights organizations and public
intellectuals pushed systemic racism and police violence into the center of public debate.560
In May 2019, Rod Roberson, a resident of South Central Elkhart who served for 16 years on City
Council, won the Elkhart Democratic mayoral primary, and in November 2019, he was elected as
Elkhart’s first black mayor. Roberson was a regular participant in People’s History of Elkhart events (and
remains in regular dialogue with its leaders), engaging actively with Willie Baptist and Vincent Harding
during their visits. As the executive director of Church Community Services, he worked with progressive
community leaders to deepen and then integrate a more structural analysis of poverty into the
organization and its outreach to affiliated churches, and he actively built bridges with Latino and white
communities around issues of social justice. Many of the grassroots leaders on the Left mobilized to
support his candidacy, helped shape his platform and celebrated his victory. If municipal governments
have inherent limits in a national and ultimately global context, this shift nonetheless seems significant
and is in some substantial part due to grassroots political education and organizing. Notably, this type of
grassroots organizing—including among working class, Latino and black communities—is also being
credited for Senator Sanders’ growing popularity and initial primary victories, much to the
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disappointment of the mainstream Democratic Party.561

Pushing against the Limits of Liberal Capitalist Modernity
The grassroots organizing described in this dissertation emerged amid the failings of liberal
capitalist modernity in Indiana and beyond. Many people were desperate for alternatives, as evidenced
by the many communal projects in Elkhart, even if it was unclear that these alternatives could be scaled
up or multiplied to address inequality within the US or globally. Substantial repression, particularly
following both World Wars, silenced many of the political possibilities present in Indiana’s history. Yet
the economic crisis unsettled common sense acceptance of liberal capitalist narratives.
The liberal capitalist model has brought immense economic growth and at least formal
freedoms and equality—inspiring ongoing movements to secure these promises and allowing some in
certain periods to enjoy the “American Dream”—but it has also obfuscated our interdependence and led
to immense material inequalities, leaving many isolated and impoverished. From at least the twentieth
century, the liberal capitalist state has grown in scale, fighting global wars, regulating international trade
and capital flows, grappling with economic crises and climate change-induced disasters. Arguably
contrary to this trend, liberalism entails a suspicion of power or any interference with freedom and
privacy, in a country founded on a revolution against hereditary privilege and taxation without
representation. Both the Right and the Left have been quick to point to the failings of the state and to
look elsewhere for solutions, often rooted in some form of DIY self-sufficiency or entrepreneurialism or
voluntary community organization. In the US and particularly in the Midwest, this call to (re)establish
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community, revive local economy and reclaim individual dignity, in turn, has had deep moral and
religious overtones.
The Tea Party ultimately secured impressive electoral successes at all levels of government. Tea
Party activism, aided by Fox News among others, unsettled the Republican (and arguably Democratic)
Party, pushing out centrists and laying the groundwork—perhaps unintentionally—for Donald Trump.
With an aging population in the US and many wealthier countries, the Tea Party also revealed the
potential importance of politically engaged, actively voting older adults, often with relatively greater
resources, who see their way of life threatened. The Tea Party movement, and particularly the
politicians that it helped to secure, have in turn provided encouragement to and backing for Rightwing
movements around the world. A decade later, both the US and the global political context have been
transformed in substantial and at points structural ways.
On the Left, People’s History of Elkhart attempted to unearth histories of injustice and
resistance to more effectively advocate for a just and inclusive future. While recognizing their own and
their neighbors’ need to reaffirm relationships of care and interconnection, this was about building a
new community across historic divisions. People’s History of Elkhart, the Elkhart Local Food Alliance and
other grassroots groups—similar to the national Poor People’s Campaign—also worked to center and
build the leadership of poor and working-class members, uniting struggles across lines of race and
ethnicity. Their cooperative projects and evolving advocacy claimed abundance as an alternative basis
for local and perhaps global economics. They strove to develop sustainable communities of mutual care
based on a recognition of interdependence, which might ultimately form the moral and prefigurative
basis for a politics able to advance equality and grapple with climate change. They celebrated the
reciprocity, generosity and creativity often driven by necessity in poor and newly impoverished
communities, and they gradually turned these projects of necessity into spaces for political organizing.
If they did not give up religious belief, many became interested in the revolutionary, anti-imperialist
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tradition of Jesus, eager to create or embrace theologies that grappled with oppression, environmental
harm and capitalism. This was embodied in the new Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral
Revival, involving several leaders in Elkhart, as well as hundreds of other leaders in over 40 states. In
addition to redefining who is poor and why, the Campaign turned its demands into Poor People’s Moral
Budget, concretely discussing necessary policies and investments as well as sources of revenue to meet
these human rights-related demands with the US House Budget Committee and in a forum with nine
presidential candidates in June 2019, including Senator Sanders, Senator Warren and former Vice
President Biden. Steeped in a moral language, these demands take seriously interrelated issues of
impoverishment, systemic racism, climate change and militarism/policing. 562
The polarization unsettling both major political parties and growing public awareness of the
contradictions of capitalism—embodied in deepening inequality, climate change, extended military
conflicts, migration and more—suggest a crisis of legitimacy for the liberal capitalist model. If the
ultimate extent and direction of emerging transformations of political, social and economic relationships
remain unclear, growing groups of people are continuing to question long-accepted truths, pilot
alternatives and organize to radical change. Much of this organizing is emerging in unexpected places,
from deeply held values, grounded in community-based commitments, but often increasingly aware of
our shared global future.
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